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Chapter 1 


Owen Conner had never met anyone with so much 
attitude. “I can’t make them—” 

“You can certainly do more than what you’re doing right 
now, which is nothing.” Noel Forney, heir to and driving 
force behind Forney Manufacturing, paced across the law 
office as if he owned the place. For all Owen knew, he 
might. The big sticky hand of the Forney family touched a 
lot of things in the small town of Scorpion, Utah. 

“Well?” Noel demanded. 

“Well what?” Owen kept his seat at his desk. When he 
stood, he was a foot taller than Noel. Lording his superior 
height over him felt good, but he was hoping if he remained 
seated, Noel would leave sooner rather than later. Since 
Owen was six three, that meant the man who had more 
money than God was only five three. He was small enough 
that Owen could easily pick him up and put him over his 
shoulder. Although if he dared to do anything like that, he’d 
be sued so hard and fast he’d probably be in jail before he 
drew a second breath. 

“What are you going to do?” 

Tie you up and give you the spanking you so richly 
deserve. That was what Owen wanted to do, but instead he 
took a deep breath and tried again to mollify their biggest 
client. “What would you like me to do?” 

Noel spun on his heel. His momentum lifted up the edge 
of his thousand-dollar suit jacket, which displayed some 
pretty spectacular buns. Too bad they were attached to a 
self-important prick. “You can stop fiddling about with 
papers and have the sheriff go down there and evict them.” 

“Again, Mr. Forney, | don’t have that kind of power.” 
Owen should have left it at that, but some perverse streak 
in his soul compelled him to add, “And neither do you.” 

“Why you—” 

Before Noel could blow up at him, Owen cut him off by 
dropping his attention to the paperwork in his hand. “They 


have a lease which gives them a grace period to pay their 
rent. When that time elapses—” 

“I have to file formal eviction papers. Yes, | know, but we 
both know they aren’t going to pay. | want them out now.” 

“That would be premature.” Owen was not going to 
explain the law to Noel again. Every time he did, he just 
managed to piss the man off more. Although, to be fair, 
there was something kind of fun about tweaking Noel. He 
had dark auburn hair and truly compelling emerald-green 
eyes that practically flashed fire when he was angry. His 
pale face grew two bright red spots on his cheeks, making 
him look almost shyly sweet. With a ball-gag in his mouth, 
he’d look incredible. 

Noel paced over to Owen’s desk and peered down at 
him. “Where is your boss?” 

“Jake, my partner’—Owen emphasized for the umpteenth 
time—“is out of town for two weeks.” The lucky bastard. 
After finding himself the most perfect boyfriend in the world, 
Jake had decided to doubly reward himself with a vacation. 
Jake had left Owen in charge, which was fine, but certain 
clients, like Noel Forney, refused to discuss their urgent 
business with him since he was only a paralegal. 

“You're not an attorney.” 

“Not yet. But very soon |—” 

“Then you are of no use to me.” Noel exited the office, 
leaving behind a subtle cloud of cologne that smelled 
incredibly good. 

“An ounce of that stuff probably costs more than | make 
a week.” Owen sighed and set the paperwork aside. He 
looked around the office. Two desks were situated against 
the east and west walls while books and files took up the 
north wall. To the south was the entrance, which was 
flanked by comfy benches for clients to sit and wait on. 

“And yet no one has ever sat on them.” So far, the only 
thing the benches had been used for was for him and Jake 
when they pulled an all-nighter. 


Owen stood, stretched, and grinned. Today was Friday. 
He loved the end of the week. Not because he was done 
with work but because he would finally get to release his 
tensions. Thankfully, no one knew about that. Having a 
secret identity was more fun than Owen could have ever 
imagined. And he never would have made it through the last 
two years without his playmates. 

Owen went down the hall to the bathroom and emptied 
the coffeepot. They shared the restroom with the other 
office on the second floor, but that space had been empty 
since Marlene Wilson’s Fun Time Party Machine had filed for 
bankruptcy. 

As he tidied up, Owen wondered what Jake would think of 
his weekend activities. He probably wouldn’t care, but he 
might be surprised. Not that Jake had any say in the matter. 
They were business partners, and that was all. It was 
Owen’s tiny inheritance from his grandfather that had been 
the seed money for their office. Jake’s name was on the 
door, but Owen didn’t mind. All Owen had wanted was a 
great place to work that was close to the home that he 
rented. But what he really loved about his job was that once 
he left the office, his time was his own. 

When Owen had first started working with Jake, there 
had been sparks between them. One night they’d made a 
move on one another and struggled for the upper hand. 
They'd realized they were both very dominant alphas who 
were better off as coworkers and friends than ever trying to 
be lovers. They’d worked in pretty much blissful harmony 
ever since. It was Jake who had pressed Owen to move up 
from being a paralegal to a full-fledged attorney. Without his 
help, Owen didn’t think he would have pushed himself. Now 
that he had the degree, he just needed to take the bar 
exam. Jake would be back well before the last Wednesday in 
July so Owen could sit for the two-day test. 

By being incredibly frugal, Owen had managed to pay off 
his student loans before he even finished his education. He 
wanted to start with a clean slate and be able to look 


forward to building a life with someone. A long and sad sigh 
escaped him as he hooked his jacket with his finger and 
tossed it over his shoulder. Given how he spent his free 
time, it was unlikely he was going to find the man of his 
dreams. Maybe that was it. He needed to shake things up. 
Considering how to do that, he locked the office door and 
pocketed the key. 

From the office, Owen walked the ten blocks over to the 
house he rented. Since it was July, the heat was high, but 
not unbearable. With such low humidity, any sweat that 
gathered on Owen’s brow was instantly whisked away, 
cooling him off. By the time he’d gotten home, he’d worked 
up an appetite. After turning the evaporative cooler up to 
high and demolishing all the leftovers, he showered and 
amped himself up with a barrage of heavy metal and hip- 
pumping rock ’n’ roll. 

As he waited for the sun to go down, he considered what 
to wear. Naked, and very proud of the body he spent so 
much time and effort caring for, he tried on various items. 
He rejected most. Something told him tonight would be 
special. Curious dreams of running beneath a full moon with 
a partner left him feeling he was on the verge of finding the 
elusive person he’d been craving. It seemed the more he 
looked the less likely he was to find, so Owen had taken a 
different tack. He’d changed subtle things about himself 
hoping to attract the right man. Nothing had happened yet, 
but he felt he was close. 

Owen always dressed with care, but he took even more 
time tonight. Maybe it was the confrontation with Noel that 
had him so charged up and in need. Or maybe his pulse- 
pounding excitement was caused by the fact he hadn’t 
gotten off all week. Whatever it was, tonight would be truly 
epic. When he found his playmate, Owen would make him 
pay dearly for all the times he’d had to hold his tongue this 
week. Owen decided that he would probably picture Noel’s 
face on whoever he chose. The idea of bending that 


arrogant prick over and paddling his ass good, hard, and 
long gave Owen a powerful erection. 

“Once | had your ass all rosy, I’d give you a big dose of 
this.” Owen grasped his cock and gave it a shake. Just the 
thought of sliding his prick deep into Noel’s ass had Owen 
two strokes away from climax. Fussy Noel Forney would 
have a butt so tight Owen would probably have to spend 
hours using all the toys in his arsenal to open him up. Given 
how haughty Noel was, the idea of bringing him to his knees 
and making him beg for Owen’s cock made his erection so 
painfully tight he almost came. 

“And there is no way in hell a man like that would ever 
give up his power.” 

For a moment, Owen stood and stared at himself in the 
full-length mirror. He frowned. Why couldn’t he find a 
boyfriend? Jake Tanner was just as driven and alpha as 
Owen, yet he’d found love. It was a man from his past, a 
man who had wronged him, but they’d gotten over their 
hurts and made a life for themselves. Right now they were 
probably fucking like rabbits as they slept on top of the 
water in Bora Bora. 

Feeling suddenly empty, Owen changed his mind about 
what he would wear. Maybe he wouldn’t go to the club after 
all. He didn’t have appointments or anything like that. He 
simply showed up and took his pick. The man he selected 
was always grateful. It was a mutually beneficial exchange. 
Owen got to indulge his need to dominate, and the man he 
selected indulged his need to be utterly submissive. But 
lately, there had been something dreadfully hollow about 
the exchange. At first, it had been strictly about the 
authority. Owen reveled in having that kind of power over 
another. Not to hurt him, not at all, but controlling another 
man and withholding his release thrilled him. Owen figured 
it was because all week long he had to be conciliatory and 
kind. Like he’d been today with Noel Forney. But on the 
weekends, he was the boss. His word was law. And his 
playmate came when he allowed him to. 


“Me. I’m what changed.” Owen traced his fingers over 
the elaborate tattoo on his right shoulder. Sweeping lines of 
the richest black covered his upper arm, shoulder, then 
partially extended onto his back. When he was dressed for 
work, the tattoo was hidden. But when he went out to play 
at night, he liked to let it show. 

Ultimately, he decided to wear his clinging jeans, heavy 
engineer boots, and nothing else. More often than not, he 
selected some straps of decorative chrome-studded leather, 
but not tonight. He felt no need to put on a costume 
because he honestly no longer needed to advertise himself 
as a powerful Dom. He traced his fingers over the supple 
leather mask. It was all he needed to tell everyone exactly 
who he was and what they were in for if he selected them. 

The mask was one of a kind. It covered his upper face 
entirely then melted down around his right cheek, like the 
black leather had gotten so hot it oozed from the heat he 
generated. Since it was soft leather, it clung to his face, and 
after years of wearing it, the mask had molded to his 
features. Wearing it was like wearing a second skin, both 
literally and figuratively. When he wore the mask, he was 
free to let the darker side of his personality out. 

He scooped up and shoved the mask into his front pocket 
along with some condoms. The only other thing he needed 
was his leash, which he threaded through the belt loops of 
his jeans. Everything else he needed would be at the club. 
Owen had a few select items at his home, but he’d never 
used them on anyone. He’d bought them for when he met 
the right man. He laughed hollowly. So far the right man had 
been suspiciously elusive, which drove Owen to the 
conclusion the right man was as mythical as the unicorn. 
Maybe that was his problem. He was looking for a unicorn 
amongst cattle. 

Rubbing his hand over the rough hair of his cheeks and 
chin, he decided to add a bit of cologne tonight. Just a touch 
of something different. Usually, he went with only the scent 
of his own body, but that note that had lingered after Noel 


left stayed with him. Somewhere in the clutter of his dresser 
was—ah. A tiny sample of an extremely expensive cologne. 
The name escaped him and the bottle was far too tiny for a 
name to fit on it, but it was distinctive. Carefully, Owen 
applied the scent to the hot spots on his body then tossed 
the tiny bottle away. There was something so fleeting about 
a fine fragrance. If he kept the bottle too long, the scent 
would change and no longer be sinfully compelling. So 
rather than save it for a special occasion, he decided to 
make tonight special by using it. 

Again he faced himself in the full-length mirror. His hair 
was extremely short but thick enough to cover his head. His 
brown eyes seemed different tonight, but he couldn’t put his 
finger on what it was exactly. Hope? Longing? Something 
had edged them with an intensity he’d never seen before. 
Or perhaps the look had been there all along and he’d 
simply not noticed. It wasn’t often he contemplated himself 
in the mirror. 

With the sun down and the night cooling off, he took his 
motorcycle from the garage. To be kind to his neighbors, he 
waited until he’d rolled out into the street before kicking it 
to life. Rather than roar off as so many riders did, Owen set 
a sedate pace and held it. Utah legislators had debated 
helmet laws more times than he could count. Currently, only 
riders under eighteen had to wear a brain bucket. For longer 
rides Owen did, but not tonight. He enjoyed the feel of the 
rapidly cooling air whisking over his body as he drove to the 
club. 

In order to afford their patrons some measure of privacy, 
the combination bar and club was on the outskirts of town. 
A huge gravel-covered parking lot surrounded the rambling 
building. The upper portion of the structure was a bar with 
loud music, multiple pool tables, and enough booze to get 
the entire town drunk. What Owen wanted was underneath. 
After parking his ride, he slipped on his mask, and made his 
way to the Basement. 


As soon as he stepped in, the crowd hushed, leaving only 
the pounding bass from the music above. Whispers followed 
in his wake as the leather-and-chrome-draped clientele 
parted for him. They called him The Mask, and every 
Submissive man in the club gravitated in his direction, 
hoping that tonight he would pick them for his playmate. 

Rather than rush his decision, Owen took a place at the 
bar, ordered a rum straight up, and sipped it leisurely as he 
considered the men before him. 

Hopeful eyes widened then lowered submissively to the 
floor when he looked at them. Sadly, most of the men didn’t 
interest him. Perhaps it was the changes he felt in himself, 
but he wanted something different tonight. Having a 
reputation was a double-edged sword because he felt he 
was locked into being the way he always had been. If he 
tried to explain his need to act out something unique 
tonight, he would probably lose his playmate. They had a 
set idea of him, and if he didn’t live up to that notion, their 
hungry interest would fade. Maybe tonight would be another 
night where he stayed at the bar, considered the men 
before him, then went home alone and unfulfilled. 

But then there was one man who riveted his attention. 
For a moment, Owen thought he was seeing things, but 
several blinks told him what he saw before him was quite 
real. 

A man with dark auburn hair wore a filigree chrome mask 
over his face. On his neck was a thick black leather collar 
with a lone chrome ring. Dropping his gaze down a strong 
but small body, Owen discovered that he was wearing black 
leather pants, but these weren’t the hard, unforgiving 
leather like most of the submissives wore. This man wore 
leather pants that had to have cost thousands of dollars. 
Supple black leather cupped his cock and all the muscles 
from his waist to his knees. There, the pants flared so that 
they would fit over his thick black leather boots. Pale skin 
that was almost the color of milk was so flawless Owen 
knew one strong touch would show pink upon the man’s 


flesh. One slap on buttocks that white would turn the cheeks 
rosy. But what held his attention were emerald-green eyes. 
Those eyes were wide, and frightened, and riveted on 
Owen’s cock. 

Cupping himself with deliberate intent, Owen polished off 
his rum by tossing the drink back. He stood, and the 
submissives edged away, making a wave of quivering flesh 
around him. Parting like mythical waters, all of the hopefuls 
stepped aside as Owen strode over to his target. 

Getting close enough to the man so that he could smell 
the telltale scent of his expensive cologne, Owen 
deliberately stood still and stared down at him. A rush of 
masterful power galvanized his form. His nipples hardened 
along with his prick as he considered laying claim to the 
very man who had made his Friday so dreadfully 
unpleasant. 

The man swallowed hard, but he didn’t look away. Oh, 
how delicious. His intended playmate was a virgin. Most 
trained submissives would have instantly lowered their 
gazes to the floor at his approach. But not this arrogant 
man. This self-important prick kept his attention on Owen 
despite his obvious fear. 

Lifting his hand, Owen touched his index finger to the 
ring of the submissive’s collar. “Do you consent?” 

For a timeless moment, Noel Forney stood there with his 
mouth hanging open. Owen wondered if he would chicken 
out at the last second and run for the door. If he did, Owen 
wouldn’t follow him, and he’d never confront him directly 
about his foray into the world of BDSM. Just knowing the 
truth about the blustering bully would be enough for Owen. 
Knowing that the two of them who were so different in the 
upper world would share such a juicy need in the Basement 
would truly be enough. But what stunned Owen completely 
was when Noel nodded and breathlessly said, “I consent.” 


Chapter 2 


“You do realize what you are consenting to?” 

“Yes.” Noel nodded and swallowed hard even though he 
really wasn’t sure exactly what he’d just agreed to. He knew 
just enough about the BDSM club to be dangerous. Noel had 
never done anything so crazy in his life. Giving his consent 
to the monster in front of him would probably end in his 
death if not permanent disfigurement. But he had to try. He 
had to know. If he didn’t give up his power for even an hour, 
he feared he would go mad from the stress. Stories about 
total submission to an authoritative master had left him so 
aroused he’d climaxed in body-shaking orgasms. Tonight, 
he’d finally dared to come here, to the Basement, and turn 
his darkest fantasies into reality. 

When the man in the mask had stepped in, the crowd 
had been electrified. They simply called him The Mask. 
Everything they said after that was in hushed tones from 
lowered faces, but their eyes...those had gleamed with 
longing when they spoke of him. The Mask was alternately 
worshiped and despised. Worshiped by the submissives who 
yearned for even ten minutes in his presence, yet despised 
by the other powerful Doms because he was tremendously 
popular. The Mask took whoever struck his fancy, and he 
never demanded fidelity. Every man he’d had under his 
authority would have gladly thrown himself at his feet for a 
lifetime, but he refused. His elusive nature was what made 
him so highly prized. According to the men Noel had met, 
lately The Mask had been coming to the Basement, but 
rather than selecting anyone, he would stand at the bar and 
drink. 

“What does he do after that?” Noel had asked. 

The man he was talking to had shrugged. “I guess he 
goes home.” 

“Alone?” 

“Probably.” 


For some insane reason the idea made Noel sad. “Have 
you been with him?” 

“No. But maybe someday.” 

It was exasperating to those men who hungered for the 
unique discipline The Mask could bring. For him to be so 
near but entirely out of their reach was devastating. As Noel 
had listened and learned, he realized that this was the man 
he wanted to break him in. If he would go into this 
wholeheartedly, he wanted the best. From all that he’d 
heard, The Mask was the strongest most secure of all the 
Doms in the Basement. His only problem lay with how to 
attract him. 

“He chooses you. Not the other way around.” 

Determined, Noel had asked others, who gave him the 
same answer. 

“Just be near when he comes in. If he likes something 
about you, he’ll pick you. He'll ask if you consent, you 
agree, and he'll take you in the back.” 

Since Noel had a reputation to protect, he had come to 
the club as anonymously as he could. He’d had a taxi pick 
him up half a block from his motel and then drop him off at 
the back of the building that housed the bar and club. He 
wore his mask the entire time even though the taxi driver 
had flashed him several odd looks. Noel didn’t care. He was 
determined to taste this forbidden fruit. He thought his 
auburn hair would stand out, but there were other men his 
same size with his same basic coloring. Besides, he was 
well-known in Salt Lake City but not down here in the far 
Smaller town of Scorpion. Even without the metal mask, he 
doubted any of these men would take an interest in his 
looks given that their gazes were more inclined to rivet on 
his cock, or his ass, or his mouth. 

The elaborate mask had cost a small fortune, but it 
managed to cover up most of his face while leaving his gaze 
unobstructed. The fact that his mouth was partially hidden 
seemed to cause the men to concentrate their attention 
there. Noel found that curious until he realized that they 


wanted to know the shape of his mouth so they could 
imagine it around their cocks, or perhaps they pictured his 
lips parted in supplication, begging for more or less of the 
discipline they wanted to give him. 

Fear had gripped him because he worried that if one of 
these brutes wanted him they would just take him and do 
whatever they wished with him. But then he remembered 
that as loose as the scene may seem to an outsider, or a 
neophyte like himself, there were very strict rules. No one 
could touch him unless he gave them permission. Any act 
he would do with any person would be negotiated prior to 
the act commencing. That was why The Mask had 
approached him and asked for his consent. Once it was 
given, they would then discuss what they wished to do. But 
Noel didn’t know if that would happen here in the open or in 
the back where the playrooms were. 

Unsure what the next move was, Noel stood staring up at 
The Mask. There was something oddly familiar about him, 
but Noel couldn’t place it. The Mask’s attentive gaze 
seemed to miss nothing. Despite the fact that he was 
dressed, Noel suddenly felt stripped bare. 

From around his waist, The Mask removed a long chrome 
chain. 

Noel’s heart shot up into dangerous territory because he 
feared this man would beat him right here. On the verge of 
stepping back and crying out, Noel was relieved when all 
the man did was attach one end of the chain to the large 
chrome loop on his collar. 

“Eyes down.” 

Noel frowned. 

Wrapping the slack of the leash around his fist, The Mask 
pulled Noel closer until he was pressed against his massive 
body. 

“You dare to openly defy me?” 

Noel shook his head, and his entire being quivered in 
fear. “No—no, | didn’t understand—” 

“Are you a virgin?” 


Embarrassed beyond words, Noel could only summon up 
a short, sharp nod. 

Something changed in the man’s harsh features. His 
eyes glowed brighter, and his cruel lips tilted up into the 
beginnings of a smile that he quickly squashed. Noel was 
fairly certain that no smile would dare to touch this man’s 
face. 

“You won't be for long.” 

It took a moment for Noel to remember that they were 
talking about the fact he was a virgin. A new surge of 
adrenaline deepened his trembles. If not for The Mask 
holding him up, Noel feared he would have fallen to the 
floor. 

“You will do what | say when | say it.” The words were 
harsh, but the voice was not. 

When Noel stood mute, the man turned on his heel and 
strode away. At the very last second Noel realized if he 
didn’t follow, the leash would jerk him along and that would 
certainly anger his master. Noel took several quick steps to 
catch up and then followed behind The Mask, who was 
leading him into the dark hallway at the back. 

Noel found his gaze riveted on the man’s ass. Strong 
muscles flexed with each powerful step, lifting one buttock 
then the other. The rhythm of up and down mimicked the 
pace of sex. Noel found himself dropping his gaze to the 
man’s boots. His feet pounded out the same rhythm, 
making Noel aware of how the leather of his pants nestled 
his cock. The leather was supple and soft enough that he’d 
been able to go bare below them, but now the fabric rubbed 
aggressively against his cock with each step. 

Down a long, dark hallway he followed his new and 
mysterious master. Every fantasy Noel had ever had he 
could bring to life with this man. Freedom in surrender was 
such a crazy concept that when he’d first had the idea, he’d 
openly laughed at himself. But then, the idea of giving up 
everything to another grew ever more alluring. Would he 
truly find peace this way? Having even a brief respite from 


the relentless demands of his family empire was so 
tempting he’d found himself unable to think of anything else 
for weeks. 

As he trailed along after The Mask, he thought he 
smelled Straight to Heaven, but he dismissed the notion. 
The cologne was ridiculously expensive and therefore 
exceedingly rare. The odds of any man in the small town of 
Scorpion wearing it were astronomical. But as he followed 
his master into a room and came near enough to his 
muscular body to take another breath of him, he was indeed 
smelling that fragrance. Was the man like him? Perhaps he 
was wealthy and did this only as an outlet for his needs. The 
idea of finding another like himself in the Basement of all 
places caused Noel to feel less intimidated. 

And then The Mask closed the door. 

Noel swallowed and looked up at him. 

“You are a terrible submissive.” 

“What have I done wrong?” Noel prided himself on doing 
everything right. Sadly, he’d been unable to find good 
advice on how to go about getting what he wanted. The 
stories he read were geared to titillate him, and they did, 
but they weren’t very useful in instructing him. Despite his 
vast resources, Noel hadn’t been able to send one of his 
secretaries after the information he sought. Such a 
perverted request would spread through the organization 
like wildfire. He thought by coming there to this tiny town he 
could indulge his kink and then return to Salt Lake City with 
no one the wiser. He’d even made a point of seeing his local 
attorney just to make the trip seem legitimate. 

“What did you do? Read a book and decide you wanted 
to try something freaky?” The Mask chuckled, and then he 
reached out to touch Noel’s mask. 

“No!” Noel jerked back, clutching the mask to his face. 

Rather than anger over being told no, The Mask nodded. 
“I wasn’t going to unmask you.” He touched his own black 
mask. “I understand that you wear it for privacy, just like | 


do. | only wanted to touch it because it’s strangely 
beautiful.” 

His voice was low and cultured, surprising Noel yet 
again. “You can touch mine if | can touch yours,” Noel 
offered. 

This time the smile that toyed with the edges of his lips 
was allowed to transform his face from harsh to handsome. 
“I think that is an equitable trade.” Lifting his hand, he 
curled his finger, drawing Noel toward him without using the 
leash. 

Once they were close, Noel stood still as his master 
stroked his finger over the delicate filigrees of his mask. 

“You're trembling.” 

“I’m afraid.” Noel felt foolish for his fear because he 
wasn’t sure why it was so painfully acute. So far The Mask 
had been nothing but a gentleman. 

“Of me?” 

“Yes.” 

He nodded and then dropped his hand. “Your turn.” 

Tentatively, Noel extended his arm. He wasn’t sure what 
he was expecting but when he first touched the mask what 
struck him was the heat, then the softness, and finally the 
way he felt like he was falling into his master’s brown eyes. 

“Tell me what you thought this would be like.” 

Noel looked down at the floor. 

“| won't criticize or laugh. Before we do anything, we 
must negotiate.” 

“It seems if we do it sucks all the excitement out of it.” 

“Does it?” 

“| guess.” Noel kept his gaze down because even with 
the anonymity of his mask, he didn’t know how to put what 
he wanted into words. “I guess | thought you would just do 
whatever you wanted with me.” 

“There are things | would like to order you to do, but | 
need to know what your limits are.” 

“| don’t know what you mean.” Noel thought everything 
was in the hands of the master and the slave simply did his 


bidding. To find out they negotiated here just like he did in 
the regular world took some of the allure right out of his 
fantasy. “Can’t you just tell me what to do and if | don’t like 
it | won’t do it?” 

“| don’t think you’re ready for this.” 

When Noel looked up, he saw that The Mask was 
reaching for the leash affixed to his collar. 

“Wait.” Noel wrapped his hand around the ring, blocking 
his access. “Please teach me.” 

For a moment, The Mask hesitated, considering. But 
whatever he was looking for he didn’t find. “I don’t think I’m 
the right man for the job.” 

“You are. | feel it.” And truly, Noel did. “In the real world, 
| have the resources to always hire the best.” 

The Mask said nothing, but it was clear from his stance 
he was willing to listen. 

“I know I’m a complete novice. | know coming here was 
probably a mistake because I’m not ready for this, but with 
your help, | could be.” One of the most valuable lessons 
Noel had ever learned about life was that he should feel the 
fear and move forward anyway. “I want to learn this.” 

“Why?” 

It was such a simple question, but it had such a 
complicated answer. “Because | need to learn how to let 
go.” He sighed. “Out there, in the real world, I’m in charge. 
Always. Every day from the moment | get up until the 
moment | lay my head back on my pillow, | have to decide a 
thousand things. | need a place where | am called upon to 
do nothing but my master’s bidding. | desperately need 
someone | can turn the reins over to.” Noel reached out and 
touched The Mask’s callused hand. “I want you to be that 
man.” 


Chapter 3 


“How do you know that you can trust me?” Owen 
couldn’t believe the man he thought was so fiercely 
arrogant was actually struggling just like everyone else. 
Noel Forney’s money might have given him a cushier pillow 
to rest his head on at night, but it didn’t insulate him from 
the problems of being human. 

“I think | can trust you because of the way the other men 
talked about you.” 

“It’s all fantasy. Flash and mirrors.” 

“I don’t think so.” Noel bit his bottom lip, a gesture that 
showed his trepidation but also his longing. “I think you’ve 
grown bored with them.” 

“What makes you say that?” 

“They say you come here but you don’t play with anyone 
anymore. You drink and then go home alone. | think you 
need something new, or rather, someone new.” Noel met his 
gaze with piercing intensity. “I think you need me.” 

“How arrogant of you.” 

Rather than argue, Noel bowed his head. “Forgive me.” 

“And now you dare to tell me what to do.” 

Up came his head. Panic widened his eyes. 

Owen cupped his chin. “Don’t speak.” He considered 
Noel’s mouth. The very lines of his lips seemed haughty to 
Owen. Tauntingly, he rubbed his thumb over the bottom lip, 
Surprising himself with how soft the feel of his flesh was and 
how the gesture made him long to kiss Noel. Determined to 
keep a proper perspective on the situation, Owen 
demanded, “Have you ever sucked a man’s cock?” 

“No.” 

Owen wanted to be the first man to breach that virginal 
opening, yet he also felt a desire to keep Noel in his pristine 
state. What a delicious torment. To keep the man a virgin 
but make him a well-trained submissive. It would be the 
BDSM equivalent of having his cake and eating it, too. But 
could he resist? Owen took stock of how much he already 


hungered to defile this man. What held him back was it 
simply wasn’t right. Noel had been rude to him countless 
times over the phone and in his office, but that didn’t give 
Owen the right to take advantage of him. 

“Please. l'Il pay. l'II do anything you tell me—” 

Owen let go of his chin, grabbed his collar, and yanked 
him close. “I told you not to speak.” 

Noel pressed his lips tightly together as if he hadn’t 
wanted to talk but his faithless tongue had betrayed him. 

“You can’t even follow my instructions for two minutes.” 

“l'm sorry.” 

“And again!” 

“j” 

“I can see the only way to stop you from talking is to 
shove something in your mouth.” 

Noel’s eyes went so wide it was almost comical. 

And then Owen did the last thing he thought he would. 
He cupped his massive hand around Noel’s neck, forced his 
chin up with his thumb, and kissed him. 

A whimper of shock was locked behind Noel’s tight lips. 

“Open to me,” he murmured. 

Noel obeyed by parting his lips. 

Deftly, Owen slid his tongue inside Noel’s mouth. He was 
stunned by the compelling taste of him. Not once had Owen 
ever kissed one of his slaves. He toyed with them. He 
played with them. He built them up until they were frantic 
for release, which he eventually gave to them. But he did 
not kiss any of them. Kissing was intimate. Locking lips 
always engaged his emotions. At that, Owen understood his 
motivation for breaking his own rules. He kissed Noel 
because he had to feel for him. Being distant was what he 
was sick of. It was what left him feeling hollow. Being 
emotionally attached to another was exactly what he 
needed. If he honestly wanted to find the inner peace he 
was so desperate for, he had to allow himself to be 
vulnerable. 

And he simply couldn’t take advantage of Noel Forney. 


Owen pulled away. 

“Please don’t stop.” 

Owen grinned. “You really would be the most terrible 
Submissive.” 

“I can learn. You can gag me.” 

“No. | can’t.” Owen traced his finger over Noel’s bottom 
lip. “You are the way you are, and I think you should stay 
just as you are.” 

Noel’s shoulders slumped. 

“It’s not the end of the world.” 

He shook his head. “lIl find someone else.” 

All the other Doms in the club flitted through Owen's 
mind in an instant. “No.” 

Lifting his chin, Noel narrowed his eyes as he glared 
directly into Owen’s eyes. “You can’t tell me that you don’t 
want me and then forbid me to go to someone else.” 

“I can and | will.” Owen grasped the leash. “The other 
Doms—” won't care for you the way I would. But he couldn’t 
say that. Out of all the other Doms who frequented the 
Basement, Owen couldn’t think of one who was skilled 
enough to handle Noel. They would see his defiance as a 
test, and they would punish him harshly when Owen didn’t 
think that was what Noel wanted or needed. “None of the 
other Doms would take on a neophyte.” 

“No?” Noel frowned as he considered. 

“You have no idea how difficult training is.” And how 
dangerous it might be for the man who wasn’t ready to keep 
himself emotionally distant. Maddening, this conflict. To 
protect him from harm he had to have an emotional 
connection, but if it got too strong, then Owen would be too 
vulnerable. He couldn’t think of a way to keep both of them 
Safe. 

“Tell me what | should do.” Gone was Noel’s defiance. In 
its place was a yearning to please and be pleased. 

“I don’t think this is the right choice for you.” Owen 
decided he had to be completely honest. Anything less 
wouldn’t be fair to Noel. 


"m 


Rather than immediately jump to anger, which it seemed 
Noel wanted to do, he took a deep breath, held it, then 
asked, “What /s the right choice for me?” 

“You need to take off your mask and be honest with the 
man you want to train you. If he doesn’t know you, the real 
you, he won’t be able to help you figure out what really 
turns you on.” 

“I know what turns me on.” 

“Because you read a story or two? Perhaps saw a 
movie?” Owen watched as Noel looked away, clearly 
embarrassed. “I’m not verbally cutting you to be cruel.” 

“No?” 

“No. | want you to understand that sometimes people 
can become aroused by a fantasy that actually turns them 
off when they try to act it out.” Owen had seen that happen 
more than once. There were safeguards in the club, but the 
owners could only go so far in protecting people from 
themselves. 

“I hadn’t thought of that.” 

“And a self-serving Dom wouldn’t have bothered to point 
it out.” 

For a long time, Noel considered. His long-fingered hand 
traced over the intricate filigrees on his mask. “Why would | 
have to remove the mask?” 

“You can’t be honest when you’re hiding.” 

“Easy for you to say when you're still wearing one.” 

Now it was Owen’s turn to stroke his fingers over his 
mask. No one in the entire town knew he was the notorious 
man called The Mask. Would revealing himself to Noel put 
an end to his reign as the most sought-after Dom? Is that all 
that Owen did this for? Fame had never been his intent. 
He’d wanted to find something outside himself so that he 
could escape himself. But he was done with that now. What 
he wanted had changed. 

“All good things eventually come to an end.” Owen 
considered the leash he’d put on Noel’s collar. He reached 
up and unhooked the slender chrome chain. “You're free.” 


“No, I’m not.” Noel dropped to his knees. “Keep your 
mask on. | don’t care. | just want you to show me, guide me, 
do whatever you think you must to help me find exactly 
what it is that | need to feel free.” 

Help me find exactly what it is that | need to feel free. 
Help me find exactly what it is that | need to feel free. Help 
me find exactly what it is that | need to feel free. 

The words echoed in Owen’s mind and resonated with 
his soul. Wasn’t he after the very same thing? Looking down 
at the desperate man before him, Owen wanted to step 
away and coldly turn his back on him, but he discovered 
that he couldn't. 

“How old are you?” 

“Does that matter?” 

Owen bit back a smile. God, the man was never going to 
learn obedience. However, rather than angering, Owen had 
to try desperately not to laugh. It was fitting and funny that 
he so frantically wanted to be submissive when he couldn’t 
even answer a direct question. 

“Let us try this interview again.” Owen took a deep 
breath and let it out slowly. “How old are you?” 

“I’m twenty-five.” 

The number stunned Owen and explained why Noel had 
so little self-control. He’d thought he was young to be in 
charge of such a vast family fortune, but he just assumed he 
was older than that. At ten years his senior, Owen suddenly 
felt rather ancient. 

“Have you ever taken a lover?” 

“| already—” 

Owen’s sharp sigh cut Noel off. 

Realizing what Owen wanted, Noel simply answered, 
“No.” 

“There is one good thing in your favor.” 

Rather than ask, Noel simply looked up at Owen and 
waited. 

“You're a quick study.” 
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Noel beamed. He opened his mouth to speak but then 
stopped himself. 

“Very good.” Owen pretended to consider him for a long 
time even though he had his next question ready. Watching 
Noel squirm to remain silent was actually quite enjoyable 
and gave him a little taste of why he would never be a true 
submissive. “Are you willing to share your identity with me if 
| share mine with you?” 

Noel looked away. 

“You don’t have to answer right away. Take your time and 
think about the full implications of revealing yourself.” 

“May | ask a question?” 

“You may.” 

“Why can’t we simply stay anonymous?” 

Owen crouched down until their eyes were on an even 
level. “Because | need to see your face to gauge your 
reactions. You need to see mine to understand how your 
behavior makes me feel. The masks are fine in a place like 
this where the scene is very short and fully laid out. 
However, to fully train you and to help you understand 
exactly what it is that you want, | simply must see your 
face.” 

When Noel didn’t seem to be swayed by Owen's 
argument, he grasped the loop on his collar and pulled him 
to his feet. “Did you know that a great percentage of 
communication is nonverbal?” 

“| never gave it much thought.” 

“Right now you can’t tell if I’m angry, frustrated, or 
annoyed.” 

Noel’s mask moved downward, so Owen knew he was 
frowning, but he couldn’t tell if it was a frown of worry, 
concentration, or fury. When he explained this observation 
to Noel, it was as if a lightbulb went on over his head. 

“I know you're worried about your identity being 
revealed to others, but consider that I, too, have a 
reputation to protect. | wouldn’t be wearing a mask 
otherwise.” 


Nodding, Noel moved a bit closer to Owen and quietly 
asked, “How do I know that I can trust you?” 

“Because if | was an unscrupulous bastard, | would have 
brought you in here, stripped you of your virginity, and then 
walked away without a backward glance.” 

Wincing, Noel stepped back. 

Gently, Owen hooked the ring of his collar and drew him 
close again. “There is one other thing that you need to 
understand.” 

“What?” 

“I’ve known since the moment | saw you exactly who you 
are.” Owen lowered his mouth to Noel’s and kissed him 
again. He thought he would get just one more soul-bending 
kiss before everything blew up in his face. As he released 
Noel’s collar, he kept a careful watch on his features. “l 
would be happy to train you, Noel, if you would be willing to 
learn.” 


Chapter 4 


When The Mask said his name, Noel thought his knees 
would turn to water and splash him to the floor. How in the 
world had he known who he was? And then the notorious 
Dom removed his black leather mask. 

Noel’s mouth fell open. “You—you’re the man from the 
law office!” 

“Owen Conner.” He gave a slight bow then slipped the 
mask in his front pocket. 

“But how—when—you set me up!” It was a ludicrous 
accusation, and as soon as it left his mouth, Noel 
apologized. “I’m sorry. I’m so embarrassed.” 

“Don’t be. Again, I’m not out to hurt you. | tried to leave, 
but, well, you are nothing if not tenacious. And incredibly 
persuasive.” 

“Why in the world would you be so kind to me after | was 
so rude to you?” Noel couldn’t help but question Owen’s 
motives. Why hadn’t he just taken what he wanted and 
walked away? 

“Because | think | understand why you behaved that way 
in the office.” 

God, the man’s voice was so richly compelling. How in 
the world had Noel not recognized him? But he had his 
answer before he even finished asking the question. He 
hadn’t known because he hadn’t paid the man hardly any 
attention. Noel had gone to the law office strictly to have an 
excuse to come into town so he could go to the Basement 
and try to find himself a Dom. What irony that he was 
standing in front of what he wanted earlier in the day 
without having a single clue. 

“Please. You can take off the mask. If you no longer want 
me to train you, l'Il understand and l'Il do my best to find 
you a proper teacher.” 

“Why not one of the other Doms here?” 

“Because they simply aren’t right for you.” 

“Why?” 


“To be blunt? | don’t trust any of them not to take 
advantage of you.” 

“Me? I’m one of the most ruthless business men in the 
state.” 

“You are a wealthy virgin who would be ridiculously easy 
to blackmail. What will you do if one of them discovers who 
you are and manages to take photographs?” 

Noel had not thought about a scenario like that. “I could 
leave my mask on.” 

“And an unscrupulous Dom could tie you up, tear it off, 
stick his dick in your mouth, and click away.” 

Wincing, Noel looked toward the door and considered 
exiting and running. He wouldn’t get far. Besides, he needed 
to call a cab. But what held him riveted was the knowledge 
that if he ran, Owen wouldn’t run after him. Maybe he was 
safer here with him than he would be with one of the other 
Doms. Or maybe that was exactly what Owen wanted him to 
think. “And I’m supposed to believe that you wouldn’t take 
advantage of me?” 

“No. | wouldn’t.” 

Noel believed him. In all his business dealings he never 
trusted anyone or anything. He double-checked and triple- 
checked, and everyone had to sign on the dotted line. But 
for some crazy reason, he trusted this man completely. 
Maybe it was because he knew exactly who Noel was all 
along and had refused to take advantage of him in any way. 
It was a short window of time, but his actions spoke more 
loudly than any words ever could. 

“After the utterly shabby way | treated you, how can you 
be so kind in turn?” 

“If | wanted revenge, | would have taken it long before 
now.” Owen sighed. “I can understand if you don’t want to 
continue this with me, given the fact that we are involved in 
the outside world. But please take my advice and find a 
Dom elsewhere.” 

“Why in the world do you care?” 


“Because after what you said, | think this is something 
that you need. You’re in control all the time. You want a safe 


place where nothing is in your hands. | think you're 
attracted to that idea of freedom.” 
“And you?” 


“It’s the opposite for me. All day long I’m at the beck and 
call of my work, the court, a judge, and my clients. Here, on 
the weekends, I’m in charge of everything.” A stunning 
smile transformed Owen’s face. “It’s a power trip for both of 
us, really. It’s just that you give it up and | take it on.” 

“Then we should be perfect together.” Noel reached up 
and removed his mask. 

Owen winced. 

“What?” 

“Just that you have such fair skin and the mask left a line 
across your nose.” Owen reached out and rubbed the spot 
tenderly. “It should fade in a while.” 

His touch was almost impossibly gentle. How could he be 
both a brutal master yet such a tender man? “You confuse 
me.” 

“| do?” 

“You seem so kind and yet the reputation you have as 
The Mask is one of barely leashed monstrosity.” 

“Oh. That.” Owen chuckled. “It’s mostly psychological.” 

“How so?” Noel leaned into him to listen. As he did, the 
doorknob rattled. Owen spun around, but he was too late to 
lock the door. 

“Anyone in—” 

“Out!” Owen bellowed. And then he grasped Noel into his 
arms and pressed him against his chest. Noel hoped his 
action hid him from whoever was at the door. 

“Shit! Sorry.” The door closed on a man with a curious 
half mask and the oddest pale blue eyes Noel had ever 
seen. 

Once the door was closed, Owen let Noel go then strode 
over and locked the door. “I’m sorry. | forgot to lock it when 
we came in. | was distracted by you.” 


“Me?” 

“Yes.” Owen met Noel’s gaze. “I was trying to think of a 
way to tell you who | was without embarrassing you. No, 
that’s not quite true. | was trying to think of a way to steal a 
kiss and then tell you who I was.” 

In a very brief span of time, Owen had managed to show 
Noel just how much he genuinely cared about protecting 
him. Honored, and aroused, Noel softly asked, “If | said that | 
wanted you to train me, would you?” 

Owen drew a breath that expanded his already big chest. 
Just watching the man breathe was arousing. He’d probably 
look sexy doing dishes or something equally mundane. “l 
would.” 

“Why the deep breath and the big pause just for that?” 

“I wanted to make sure that’s what | wanted.” Owen 
came close. “There’s something about you. | can’t put my 
finger on it, but | honestly want you.” 

“It’s mutual.” 

Owen cupped his chin very tenderly and then kissed him. 
This was different than before. This kiss was more 
demanding, almost insistent, but it wasn’t the least bit 
brutal. It was more strong persuasion than anything else. 
Noel felt his body opening up to Owen’s almost as if he 
wanted to pull him inside. Stunned by the curious 
sensations racing through him, Noel pulled back. 

“Too much?” Owen asked. 

“I think we should go.” 

“Go? Where?” 

“Don’t you have a place here in town?” 

“| do, but | don’t think it’s quite what you’re used to.” 

“Because I’m rich?” 

“Well, yes.” 

“I’m not a spoiled brat.” 

“| didn’t say you were.” Owen teased his thumb over 
Noel’s bottom lip in that same speculative way that he had 
earlier. “You are going to be so much trouble. | can tell.” 

“Then you'll have to punish me.” 


“Be careful what you wish for.” Owen pulled his mask 
from his pocket. “You should put yours on, too. And I’m 
going to lead you out of here on my leash. Okay?” 

Noel nodded. “What message will that send to the 
people here?” 

“That I’ve claimed you.” 

Another unfamiliar surge of pleasure washed over Noel. 
“You’ve never done that before?” 

“No.” Owen adjusted his mask and grinned. “But there’s 
a first time for everything.” 

And if Noel was very lucky and played his cards right, he 
would have his first time in this intriguing man’s arms. 


Chapter 5 


“I don’t think | can do this.” Noel stood in the parking lot, 
mask firmly in place, and stared warily at Owen’s 
motorcycle. 

“You can.” Owen tried to be gently encouraging. 
Ordering Noel to get on his ride would result in more fear 
and less trust, so he kept his tone light. He’d suggested they 
take Noel’s car, but he’d taken a cab out to the Last Resort. 
When Owen asked where the rest of his clothes were, Noel 
had shrugged and said the only other thing he’d been 
wearing was a T-shirt and he’d thrown that away. 

“I’ve never been on one of these things.” 

“I’ve been riding since | was sixteen.” 

“And now you're what, twenty-seven?” 

“Thank you for that, but I’m thirty-five.” 

“Really?” 

“Really.” Owen climbed on the bike. “Come on, baby. 
Sling your leg over. Put something powerful between your 
thighs.” 

Even though he was scared, Noel dutifully climbed on the 
back. 

“Place your hands on either side of my waist. Keep your 
body upright and lean with me and the bike. Don’t try to 
lean the opposite way or you'll unbalance me.” 

“Hands on your waist. Lean with you. Got it.” 

Owen kick-started the bike, and when it roared to life, 
Noel made a death grip on either side of his waist. Rather 
than admonish him, he let it go. Noel would see that he 
wasn’t a hothead on the bike. Owen pulled his mask off and 
tucked it into his pocket. He’d only had it on to get him out 
of the Basement without anyone recognizing him. Since he 
only drove his bike to the club, no one would know him from 
that, either. 

As they left the lot, Noel pressed against Owen’s back. 
The contact was surprisingly intimate. It had been a long 
time since he’d had someone on his bike, and it felt good. 


Rather than take them down Main Street, Owen used the 
back roads. Since it was close to midnight, the streets were 
almost completely deserted, giving him the privacy he 
sought. At the first stop sign, Owen asked over his shoulder, 
“Are you Okay?” 

“| feel safe with you.” 

“You are.” Owen was going to do everything he could to 
keep Noel feeling that way. As Owen eased his way down 
Fourth Street, Noel’s terrified grip loosened. By the time he 
got them home, he was almost completely relaxed. Again, 
to be kind to his neighbors and obscure his identity, Owen 
shut the bike off and coasted into the garage. 

Noel climbed off and then waited for Owen to park the 
bike. 

As soon as the garage door was down, Owen stepped 
over and removed Noel’s mask. “You're safe here.” 

He nodded and then looked around the garage. “You 
work on it yourself?” 

“Me? God, no. I’m a danger to anything mechanical.” 
Owen lifted his free hand and wiggled his fingers. “These 
hands were made for injunctions and sex toys, not auto 
mechanics.” 

Noel laughed. 

To Owen, his laughter sounded a little rusty, almost as if 
he didn’t get the chance to laugh very often. 

“The grease-covered tools and all the spare parts belong 
to my landlord.” 

Noel’s brows shot up high, and there was no mistaking 
the look of apprehension that twisted his delicate features. 

“Don’t worry. He’s in the Amazon Basin doing some kind 
of research on the Rio Negro.” 

“The black river?” 

“Yeah. You speak Portuguese?” 

Noel said something very quickly and then blushed. 

“I don’t know what that was, but from the look on your 
face I’m guessing it was dirty.” 

“Very.” 


“Care to translate?” 

“I said | wanted to drink from your cock like a thirsty man 
drinks from the river.” Noel met his gaze and then quickly 
looked away. “It sounds sexier in Portuguese.” 

“I like it either way.” Owen carried Noel’s mask inside the 
house and set it on the top of the washer in the utility room. 
“Shoes off, please. The landlord is rather fussy about the 
floors. You'll understand when you see them.” 

Dutifully, Noel tried to take off his boots, but it was clear 
after two seconds that he was unfamiliar with the big 
buckles. 

“Take a seat.” Owen pointed to the chair near the door. 

“I thought | was to be your servant.” 

“We aren't playing that game.” Owen paused for a very 
long beat. “Yet.” Owen grinned at him as he knelt down and 
removed his boots and socks. “Besides, | wouldn’t ever have 
you do something like this. Not when you’re willing to drink 
from my cock like a thirsty man drinks from the river.” 

When he stood up, Noel leaned forward and grasped the 
belt loops on either side of Owen’s fly. He tilted his face until 
he was looking up as Owen was looking down. 

“If | wanted to suck you right here, right now, would you 
let me?” 

Slowly, Owen shook his head. “We're not there yet.” He 
grasped Noel’s hands and drew him up. “Don’t be in a hurry. 
We have all weekend.” 

Clearly disappointed, Noel stood and almost opened his 
mouth to argue, but Owen cut him off by stealing a kiss. 

Again, he marveled at the soft plush of Noel’s lips and 
the taste of his mouth. What was that flavor? It was so 
familiar and yet utterly exotic. Whatever it was sparked a 
fresh hunger in Owen. He cupped Noel’s high, tight buttocks 
through the soft leather of his pants and pressed him close. 
By lifting him to the tips of his toes, Owen was able to rub 
their cocks together. Heat exploded between them. Owen 
growled low and deep as Noel whimpered. God, the sound of 
his surrender pushed a primitive part in Owen’s mind. He 


wanted to rip off his mate’s clothes and claim him as quickly 
— Mate? What the holy hell was that about? 

Letting Noel go allowed him to make a slow slide down 
the front of Owen’s body and gave each of them another 
zinger as they disengaged. 

“Wow. You really know how to kiss.” 

“So do you.” 

“| never have before.” 

Owen swallowed hard. “You’ve never even kissed 
someone?” The very idea made his knees go totally weak, 
and he wasn’t sure why. He’d never had a fetish for virgins 
before. In fact, he tended to avoid them like the plague. But 
that was when he was determined not to become 
emotionally involved. Now, though, he wanted that. Maybe 
Noel was the man he'd been desperately looking for all 
along. 

“I've kissed relatives. But | certainly didn’t kiss them like 
that.” 

“Thank God.” Owen chuckled lightly. “We'd be having a 
very different encounter if you had.” 

“Like what?” 

“Oh, I’m thinking intensive therapy.” 

“Some might say that’s what | need because I’m 
attracted to men.” 

That chilled Owen’s ardor better than a cold shower ever 
could. “Did someone try to...change you?” 

“No. Nothing like that. But only because | never let on. All 
through high school | dated a girl. We went to prom and the 
whole nine yards. She was very nice, and she told everyone 
| was a perfect gentleman because | never once tried to get 
her to put out.” 

“She had no idea that you simply weren’t interested?” 

“| don’t think so. She might have figured it out if we’d 
stayed together, but she went to BYU and | was at the U of 
U. Once | was at the university, | threw myself into my 
studies, SO no one pestered me about who | was dating. But 


eventually...” Noel trailed off, yet his stress was plain to see 
by the tension that tightened up his shoulders. 

“Come on in. Let me get you a drink. We can talk.” 

“Talk? After that amazing kiss? | was hoping we could 
make out.” 

“We'll get there.” 

“Right. No rush.” 

Owen nodded as he slipped his hand to the small of 
Noel’s back. His skin was insanely soft, and his heat seemed 
to penetrate deep into Owen’s body. 

“Oh, wow. Now I see why the landlord is so fussy about 
his floors.” 

From the entrance way to the kitchen and all the way 
into the very back bedroom, Owen’s landlord had laid out a 
complex pattern in the hardwood floors. 

“Is it all the same kind of wood?” 

“It’s all oak, but he used different dyes to get this effect.” 
Owen examined the floor again through fresh eyes. There 
was a definite pattern to the floor, but it was strangely 
elusive. Each time his eye tried to track the next logical 
progression, the pattern shifted just enough to throw him 
off. “From what he told me, it took him half a year to get it 
right.” 

“Why would he invest so much time on a floor?” 

“| don’t Know. He’s an interesting man who does what he 
wants and doesn’t seem to care what other people think.” 

“I wish | was more like that.” 

“Me, too.” Owen pointed to the couch but stayed in the 
kitchen. “Take a seat. Beer okay?” 

“Sure.” As Noel walked to the couch, he examined the 
floor. That was one thing Owen liked about it, beyond the 
fact that it was simply beautiful, was that it gave him an 
instant conversation starter. Not that he had brought a lot of 
people into his rented home, just that when he did they had 
something to get them going. 

Owen opened and poured two beers then carried the 
glasses into the living room. Noel was on the brown leather 


couch, looking at once dangerous because of the black 
leather pants and collar, yet sweet because of the soft blush 
on his pale face. 

“Why does this feel so strangely comfortable?” Noel 
asked as he accepted his glass of beer. 

“| don’t know.” Owen settled on the couch but not too 
close to Noel. He kept some distance between them 
because he wanted to talk, but he also wanted to look at 
him. Noel was such an alluring mixture of confidence and 
trepidation. With the light behind him, his dark auburn hair 
glowed, setting off the intensity of his emerald eyes. “When 
do you have to go back to Salt Lake?” 

“I wish | could say whenever I want, but the sad fact is | 
have to be back on Tuesday morning.” 

“Right. Holiday weekend.” 

“You'd forgotten about the Fourth of July?” 

“| did.” Owen took a long pull on his beer. “Although that 
does explain all the firecrackers going off in the 
neighborhood.” 

“Seems like a pretty quiet place.” 

“It is. My neighbors are all working people, so after 
eleven everyone is tucked in bed.” 

“Where we should be.” Noel looked right at him as he 
took a drink of his beer then licked away his foam mustache. 

“Why are you in such a hurry?” Owen felt a tugging 
inside himself, too. But just because he felt it didn’t mean 
he had to obey it. 

“Why are you trying to delay the inevitable?” Noel’s face 
darkened. Desire was apparent in the widening of his pupils 
and the licking of his lips. Having any of his wants denied 
seemed to cause him tremendous frustration. 

“Rarely does anyone tell you no.” 

“So? What of it?” 

“Being told no frustrates you greatly.” 

Noel ran a hand through his hair, tousling the auburn 
locks, which redistributed the light through the strands. 
“What are you doing? Analyzing me?” 


“Perhaps.” Owen slid closer. “In order to train you, | have 
to understand what it is that you need.” 

“I'll tell you what | need.” Noel turned so that he was 
facing Owen. “I need you to stop playing around and fuck 
me.” 

“Is that what this is?” Owen took Noel’s glass and settled 
it along with his own on the coffee table. “Just me fucking 
you?” 

“Isn't it?” Noel touched the collar around his neck. 
“Doesn't this tell you that you can have your way with me?” 

“No.” Owen reached up and removed the heavy leather 
decoration. It had left a line around Noel’s neck that he 
stroked with tender fingers. “This,” he said, tossing the 
collar aside, “is nothing but decoration. Just like these.” He 
Slowly stroked his hand down to Noel’s leather pants. “They 
don’t say anything to me at all.” 

“Then what—” 

Owen shushed him with a finger to his lips. “Your eyes 
tell me more than your outfit or your mouth ever could.” 

Confusion filled the emerald depths until Owen leaned 
near and kissed him. Noel closed his eyes and sighed into 
Owen. Closing his eyes, Owen pressed closer, loving the 
way Noel gave so effortlessly below him. Before he knew his 
own intent, Owen had Noel down on the couch so he could 
rise up over him. All the while they macked like horny 
teenagers. Owen found the simple pleasure of kissing, and 
Knowing all he could or would do was kiss, was at once both 
frustrating but curiously liberating. Having a distinct line not 
to cross helped him focus on simply kissing Noel and 
learning the rhythms of his body. 

Clearly unaccustomed to such intimacy, Noel tried to 
push Owen to go further faster, which was heady indeed. 
His whimpers and obvious frustration for more fed Owen’s 
ego. He wanted his sweet submissive to be crazed for him. 
Noel probably thought he was at the end of his rope now, 
but Owen knew he could push him so much further. By the 


time he gave in and laid his claim to him, Noel would be 
beyond desperate. 


Chapter 6 


“I’m going to push you to the absolute brink of 
madness.” 

“And then?” Noel asked breathlessly. 

“Only then will | claim you.” Owen lowered his mouth to 
Noel’s neck and bit him. 

A gasping cry that blended pleasure and pain tore from 
Noel’s lips. He felt he was already at the edge. His longing 
for Owen was so acute he felt pain wash over his flesh each 
time he was denied. Below his massive body, pressed into 
the couch, Noel could only cling to Owen’s powerful 
shoulders and silently pray he would move faster. Breathless 
begging only made Owen chuckle and continue with 
passionate kisses and the slow grinding of his 
knowledgeable body against Noel’s innocent form. Longing 
for completion made him oblivious to everything but the 
man above him. 

“Feeling you bucking against me only feeds my ego.” 

Owen lifted up just long enough to smile down at Noel. 
His face was harsh, but in his eyes was that inner kindness 
that Noel had seen at the club. In a grand epiphany, he 
understood that this was what gave his beautiful master the 
greatest pleasure. It wasn’t inflicting physical pain, but 
causing the burning physical need for release. Instilling that 
in his submissive partner, and then inflaming the need ever 
higher—that was what Owen craved. However, 
understanding the why of his actions didn’t make dealing 
with denial any easier for Noel. 

“At least let me wrap my legs around you.” Noel thought 
he’d be satisfied with the mimic of sex, but when Owen 
finally acquiesced after another half hour of kisses, Noel 
found the feel of Owen’s thick cock only aggravated his 
already tense situation. Feeling what he wanted separated 
from him by a layer of leather and one of denim made Noel 
curse both fabrics and wish he had the ability to make them 


simply melt away. Then he would be able to feel Owen’s 
prick directly against him. 

Another round of desperate cries was kissed away as 
Owen continued to rock against him. For a moment, Noel 
thought the time to remove their clothing had come, but 
Owen only turned the stereo on. He kept the volume low, 
but the bass line of the rock-’n’-roll songs mimicked the 
rhythm Owen made with his thrusting hips. If not for their 
pants, Owen would be sliding his cock in and out of Noel to 
that wicked sexual beat. 

Just when he couldn’t take anymore, when the pressure 
to find release had almost made him cream in his expensive 
leather pants, Owen started kissing his way down Noel’s 
chest. 

Stifling a chorus of thank-yous, because for all he knew 
this was just another round of exquisite torture, Noel 
watched as Owen went ever lower along his body. 

At his belly button, Owen looked up and into Noel’s eyes. 
“Before we go any further, | want you to understand 
something.” 

“What?” Dear God, Noel wanted to scream he was so 
frustrated. 

“I’m not going to fuck you.” 

Stunned, Noel watched with breathless anticipation as 
Owen unfastened his pants. Noel’s cock was so hard it 
bounced out and strained upward. Quite suddenly, he had a 
dozen nervous questions pound in his brain. Was his cock 
big enough? Did Owen like the fact that he waxed? Had the 
leather made him smell strange? 

“You are perfect, Noel. Simply perfect.” 

“How did you know what | was thinking?” 

“Because your entire body went tense as soon as | got 
your pants undone.” Owen grinned and then extended his 
tongue and licked all along the shaft of Noel’s cock. He did 
this with slow, maddening grace, which compelled Noel to 
hold his breath as he watched. At the very tip, Owen looked 


right up into Noel’s eyes, and then sucked the crown of 
Noel’s cock into his mouth. 

Pleasure made Noel close his eyes and roll his head 
back. He’d imagined what it would feel like to have a lover 
do this to him, but nothing came close to the wet heat of 
Owen’s mouth. Just when he didn’t think it could feel any 
better, Owen sucked hard and flicked his tongue over the 
slit in the tip. Owen pushed him right to the brink of orgasm 
then pulled him back. As soon as the urge passed, Owen 
started teasing him again. 

Owen took him back and forth over the same ground so 
many times Noel lost count. All he knew was he wanted to 
come so badly he was shaking with need. But he knew more 
pleading wouldn’t work. This was what his alternately kind 
then cruel master lived for. Knowing he could drive his 
submissive to tears with his mouth, Owen kept going until 
Noel felt the inevitable rising again. He crushed inside, 
thinking it was only another tease, but Owen didn’t stop. He 
kept right on sucking, stroking, and flicking his tongue until 
Noel cried out and came. 

Such blinding pleasure transported him away from the 
reality of the couch. Noel didn’t know where he was, and 
moreover he didn’t care. Bliss was all he knew as he 
endured a release that continued to rack his body for at 
least ten minutes. Eventually, his breathing returned to 
normal and he regained his ability to see. When he opened 
his eyes, there was Owen, at the other end of the couch, 
watching him. 

Lost in ecstasy, Noel hadn’t even felt him move away. 
“My, God. What in the world did you do to me?” 

A self-satisfied grin transformed Owen face. “Did you like 
that?” 

“Are you kidding me? | thought | was going to die it felt 
so good.” Noel felt utterly limp. If the house was on fire, he 
didn’t think he would have the strength to run out the door. 
He closed his eyes and simply enjoyed the feeling of 
complete and utter contentment. But then, he lifted one lid 


and peered down the length of the couch. Owen was still 
there, settled in the corner, with one arm up along the back 
of the couch. The other was in his lap, close but not quite 
touching the massive hard-on in his jeans. “What about 
you?” 

“What about me?” 

“You're hard.” 

“I know.” Owen cupped his cock and then dropped his 
hand to his lap. 

“Shouldn’t I...” Noel wasn’t quite sure how to say it was 
now his turn to give pleasure to Owen. 

“No. You are going to fall asleep soon.” Owen smiled 
gently. “Do you want to sleep here or in my bed with me?” 

“With you,” Noel answered automatically. He didn’t want 
to be far from Owen. Not now, maybe not ever. And that 
made him panic. How in the world had he fallen so quickly 
for him? Infatuation, that was all this was. It happened to 
people in physically or emotionally charged situations. It 
wasn’t anything more than just a little crush. 

“How in the world can you look worried after all | did to 
make you peaceful?” Owen shook his head as he stood. 

“I think too much.” 

“Indeed you do.” Owen scooped Noel up into his arms 
and then carried him out of the living room and down a 
Short hall to what he assumed to be his bedroom. Owen 
didn’t turn on the lights since he obviously knew his way. 
Before he knew it, Noel was nestled down into a comfortable 
bed. Owen eased his pants down and off, kissed the top of 
Noel’s head, then crawled into the bed on the opposite side. 

“Did you take your pants off?” 

“Of course. Go to sleep, Noel.” 

After a few minutes, Noel’s eyes adjusted to the dark. 
Owen was on his back with his eyes closed. Since the bed 
coverings weren’t that thick, Noel was able to see Owen’s 
erection pushing up against the blankets. Frowning, he 
looked up at Owen’s face, but his eyes were closed. For all 
Noel could tell, Owen was going to sleep. 


“How in the hell can you sleep with that boner?” 

“It would be easier if my bedmate was quiet.” 

“Doesn't it hurt?” 

“No.” 

“Shouldn’t | please you now?” 

“No.” Owen chuckled a little. “If you want to please your 
master, go to sleep.” 

Noel sighed and tucked the pillow under his face. For a 
long time he watched Owen’s chest rise and fall. Eventually, 
his erection subsided. All Noel could think was that it was a 
tremendous waste of what looked like a great hard-on. He 
fell asleep wondering just when he would have his lips 
around Owen’s prick. Would he have thick pubic hair or 
would he shave? Were his balls heavy and low or high and 
tight? And then the biggest question of all came to Noel. 
Was Owen, his wickedly beautiful and dangerously tempting 
master, uncut? 

When morning came, Noel awoke to find himself alone in 
bed. He rose and saw his leather pants were neatly folded 
and placed on a bench at the foot of the bed. With dawn 
streaming pale golden light in through a curiously high and 
small window, all he could really tell was that the bedroom 
was very simple. There was a four-poster bed with the 
bench at the foot, a dresser to the side, and a closet with 
Sliding doors. Everything was in various shades of brown, 
cream, and rust. It was simple but surprisingly masculine. 
The window, though, was most curious. Maybe the house 
had been laid out differently in the past, and when they 
changed around the walls, this room simply ended up on the 
short end of the stick window-wise. 

Noel rose, used the bathroom, then returned to the 
bedroom. Also on the bench was what Noel thought was a 
towel until he opened it up. The navy terrycloth robe fit him 
well, which begged the question of who it belonged to since 
there was no way it would fit over Owen’s massive 
Shoulders. When Noel heard whistling, he followed the 
sound into the kitchen. 


His heart did a funky little two-step in his chest. Owen 
was wearing a pair of cargo shorts and nothing else. With 
his very short hair, extensive tattoo, and his dark tan, he 
looked like a skateboarder all grown up. His muscular body 
moved with ease, and he was clearly comfortable working in 
the kitchen. For a long time, Noel stood in the doorway 
watching him put away groceries as he tended to something 
on the stovetop. Whatever it was it made Noel’s mouth 
water. 

“Ah, did | wake you? Sorry if | did. But it’s my Saturday 
morning ritual. Grocery shopping and then a big breakfast.” 

“You cook?” 

“Gosh, | hope so, or this is going to turn into a comedy 
real fast.” Owen’s demeanor was different this morning than 
it had been last night. He seemed to be very chipper. 

“Oh, no. Don’t tell me.” Noel gave him an assessing look 
from the tips of his very sexy feet to the top of his terribly 
sexy head. 

“What?” 

“You're a morning person.” 

“Gasp!” Owen grinned as he dropped two pieces of bread 
into the toaster. “Guilty as charged.” 

“Whose robe am | wearing?” 

“My landlord’s. He left some clothing here, and | thought 
it would fit. Looks good on you.” 

And suddenly, Noel didn’t know what to say. They had 
made out on the couch for hours last night, and after 
working him up into a state of almost excruciating need, 
Owen had given him a mind-blowing release. Yet he asked 
nothing for himself. This wasn’t even close to what Noel had 
been thinking a master-and-servant relationship was all 
about. 

“Oh, no. Confused?” 

“How did you know?” 

“Your forehead wrinkles up and you get this little line 
right above your nose.” When the toast popped up, Owen 
buttered it and then slipped a slice onto each of two plates. 


“| don’t understand what happened last night.” 

“Well, when one man wants to make another man feel 
good, he can use his mouth—” 

“Not that!” Noel whapped his arm playfully. “I mean | 
don’t understand why you just...did me and asked nothing 
for yourself.” 

“Did you?” Owen laughed hard enough to make 
whatever he was serving out of the pan splatter over the 
plates and onto the countertop. 

“You know what | mean.” Noel felt terribly uncomfortable 
talking about sex. He probably would have felt dreadfully 
anxious doing it, too, but for the fact Owen had revved him 
up so high he’d utterly lost sight of himself. 

“Come on.” Owen scooped up the overflow, and when he 
licked it off his fingers, Noel swore he felt the swipe of his 
tongue on his cock. “Grab your plate and we'll talk about 
last night while we eat.” 

Talk? For some reason Noel felt three times as nervous. 
Maybe Owen hadn’t asked for anything because he wasn’t 
interested in having Noel do anything to him. Concerned, 
Noel did as instructed. He picked up his plate then followed 
Owen out of the house and into the back yard. There was a 
circular table with four chairs. They settled in. The morning 
was still cool with some dew on the grass. Owen’s 
neighborhood was quiet enough that Noel could hear birds 
squawking in the cottonwood trees. 

Owen ate with gusto and Noel had a few bites, but he 
was too nervous to eat much. 

“Don’t you like it?” 

“What did | do wrong?” 

“Nothing.” Owen frowned at him, and then he let out a 
long oh. “| didn’t have you reciprocate because it was three 
in the morning. | didn’t realize | had been teasing you that 
long. I’m sorry. | should have explained.” 

“That’s all it was? It was just too late?” 

“Yes.” Owen moved his chair closer. “I actually was 
impressed as hell by you.” 


“Me?” 

“| kept you hard and simmering for over two hours.” 

“Longer if you count the time at the club.” 

Owen grinned. “I was so tired and | didn’t want us to be 
wrecks for the next day—today—so | thought it best to get 
some shut-eye.” 

“So it was just a matter of timing?” 

“In a sense, yes.” Owen leaned close. “Besides, why 
would I rush something like you giving back to me?” 

Noel swallowed the food he had in his mouth. 

“Trust me. I’m going to make you pay me back.” Owen 
placed his hand on Noel’s knee then worked his way up. 
“You should eat all your breakfast because you’re definitely 
going to need it.” 


Chapter 7 


“Had | known you'd look this good on your knees, | would 
have had you down here much sooner.” Owen stroked back 
Noel’s auburn curls. His emerald eyes were a little dazed 
and dreamy, but there was a sharpness there, too. Noel 
wanted to satisfy Owen so desperately it was almost painful 
to see. 

“Please, let me—” 

“Did | give you permission to speak?” 

“No.” Noel started to lower his face but then stopped 
because Owen had not told him to do so. He was learning, 
but he would never be a completely subservient slave. For 
some reason, that pleased Owen more than he thought 
possible. 

“| don’t want—” Owen cut himself off, but the truth was 
he didn’t want to play this game with Noel. He didn’t want 
to train him to be submissive when he liked him just the way 
he was. Owen enjoyed Noel’s personality. He was such a 
curious mix of entitled rich boy and yearning-to-please 
virgin. As far aS Owen was concerned, Noel was simply 
perfect. 

But only for this holiday weekend. 

The reminder that their time together was limited 
annoyed Owen. He felt something with Noel he hadn't felt in 
a long time. Hell, who was he kidding? He hadn’t felt this 
connection to another man ever. Owen wanted to hang on 
to the feeling, cherish it, but it seemed cruel to let himself 
get any deeper when everything would be over Monday 
night. 

Below him, on his knees, wearing only the thick leather 
collar, Noel waited for Owen to finish instructing him. But he 
couldn’t. How in the world could he tell this man that he’d 
fallen for him in a very short time? Without asking, Owen 
knew Noel would enjoy his weekend of play, but then he’d 
return to Salt Lake and take up the reins of his family’s 
empire. With his mother and father dead and only his sister 


and him still around, Noel was the last male of the Forney 
clan. He was expected to put the family company first. 

“Do you like what you do?” Owen asked. 

The question lifted up Noel’s brows, but he didn’t answer. 

“I mean the work you do running your family’s empire. 
Do you enjoy that?” 

“I| suppose.” Noel shrugged, clearly baffled why Owen 
was asking him now of all times. “It’s what | was born to 
do.” 

Owen crouched down so that he and Noel were on the 
same level. “But do you like it? Do you wake up every 
morning excited to go to work?” 

“No.” Noel looked down and then back at Owen. “It’s 
what | do because it’s all | have.” 

Something about that made Owen almost unbearably 
sad. Owen rose and turned his back on Noel. “If you could 
do anything, what would you do?” 

“I'd be learning to suck your cock and not spending a 
weekend on my knees being psychoanalyzed by a 
paralegal.” 

Owen wanted to laugh because what Noel said was 
funny, but he just didn’t have it in him right now. What the 
hell was wrong with him? Here he had a more than willing 
playmate who wanted to please him and learn all the fun 
power games of a solid master-and-slave relationship, but 
Owen didn’t want to play. Something was different, and he 
couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was. 

“Look,” Noel said softly. 

Owen didn’t turn around, but he knew Noel had climbed 
to his feet because he saw his wavy reflection in the plastic 
of one of the stereo components. 

“If | don’t turn you on, then just tell me now before my 
ego gets crushed again.” 

That turned Owen around so fast he practically made a 
breeze. “You excite me, Noel.” He looked down at the 
massive erection in his jeans. “I’m good, but | can’t fake 
that.” 


When Noel’s gaze dipped down to his cock, he licked his 
lips and sighed before returning his gaze to Owen’s face. “| 
can see that you’re hard, but what | don’t see is you having 
any interest in me.” 

“It's not you—” 

“Oh, for the love of God, do not tell me that ‘it isn’t me, 
it’s you’!” Noel reached up and pulled off his collar, tossing 
it aside. “I thought that you could teach this to me, but you 
are apparently all reputation and no action.” 

Stung, Owen wasn’t sure what to Say. 

“I’m going to get dressed, and then you’re going to take 
me to my motel room. If I’m careful, | can sneak in without 
anyone seeing me.” 

Owen wondered how he’d gotten out without anyone 
seeing him, but asking would only turn the conversation 
away from the crux of the matter. “I don’t want you to go.” 

“Too bad.” Noel stalked off to the bedroom. When he 
returned, he was wearing his clinging black leather pants. In 
his fury, Noel was simply glorious. High red marks on his 
cheeks gave depth to his facial features and contrasted the 
pale skin of his chest. He wasn’t an overly muscled man, but 
he had the compact, wiry strength of a man who followed a 
strict workout regimen. “Where’s your phone?” 

Owen almost asked why, but then he changed his mind. 

“Well?” 

A perverse streak wanted Owen to tell Noel to find it 
himself, but what came out of his mouth was something 
entirely different. “I’m not finished with you yet.” 

“You most certainly are.” Noel put his hands on his hips 
and glared at Owen. 

“You want training? l'Il give you more than you can ever 
handle.” Owen had no idea what possessed him, but he 
lunged for Noel and lifted him up onto his shoulder just as 
he’d imagined himself doing in the office. 

“Put me down!” 

Rather than answer, Owen slapped Noel’s ass. “Silence.” 


Something about his tone or the way he was holding 
Noel made him realize Owen wasn’t playing now. He stayed 
tense over Owen's shoulder, but he didn’t struggle and he 
didn’t speak. Owen knew exactly what he wanted to do with 
his fiery captive. He wanted to tie him up and tease him 
until he was begging for release just as he had been last 
night. But if Noel was truly resistant, he couldn’t do that. 
Safe, sane, and consensual. If he didn’t have the latter, he 
wasn’t abiding by the two former ideas. 

Reluctantly, Owen lowered Noel to the floor and let him 
go. Rather than argue anymore, he went and found his 
phone in the jumble on his dresser and handed it over to 
Noel, who stayed in the center of the living room. When 
Owen handed Noel the phone, he took it and then stood 
there staring down at it. 

“Press the green—” 

“I know how to use a fucking phone!” Noel was shaking 
all over. His eyes seemed three times as bright, almost like 
the light in them was coming from inside his head and not 
the lights on the ceiling fan. Seething with frustration and 
fury, Noel shivered so violently he wasn’t able to dial the 
phone. 

Owen reached out to help him, but when he got close, 
Noel growled at him. Shocked, Owen stepped back, but then 
he got right up in Noel’s face and growled back twice as 
loud. 

Rather than back down, Noel tossed the phone at the 
couch, got as close to Owen as he could, and then growled 
between his clenched teeth. 

Overcome by some primitive need to assert his 
dominance, Owen grabbed his mate’s buttocks, yanked him 
close, and then kissed him. Noel struggled, pushing at 
Owen’s chest, but he wasn’t strong enough to stop him. 
Growling and snapping at one another, they kissed with 
animalistic hunger. Before Owen was fully cognizant of what 
he was doing, he had his mate’s pants pushed down to his 
knees. 


“You're not going anywhere.” Owen lifted him onto his 
shoulder but only so he could yank his pants down and off. 
Noel didn’t struggle, but he continued to growl. Each low 
rumble pushed at Owen. Something about him growling 
made Owen determined to teach him a lesson. “I’m the 
aloha, and you’re going to do exactly as | say.” 

Owen got his own pants down before he let Noel off his 
Shoulder. AS soon as Owen put Noel on his feet, Noel 
growled and lunged for Owen, plastering himself against 
him. His mouth was determined and hungry as it sought out 
Owen’s. When their lips connected, they dueled tongues. 
Desperate for more, Owen yanked Noel close, grinding their 
naked bodies together. Hard cock slid against hard cock. 
Pre-cum from both of them slickened their movements. 
Owen tossed back his head and howled. 

Never in his life had he ever done something like this. It 
wasn’t sex, and it wasn’t play. Whatever it was felt deadly 
dangerous. A transformation was consuming him, changing 
him into something that wasn’t quite human. Owen felt the 
alterations spreading from cell to cell, and he was helpless 
to stop the surging tide. All he knew was one goal and that 
was he had to claim his mate. 

“| lied.” 

“What?” 

“lam going to fuck you.” 

Rather than flinch at his vulgarity, Noel growled. “You’d 
better.” 

Owen pulled Noel into his bedroom. Even though it was 
dark, he found he could easily see where everything was. 
Roughly, he pushed his mate onto the bed and flipped him 
facedown. Noel seemed to know what he needed because 
he didn’t even try to roll over. Instead, he grabbed two 
pillows and shoved them under his hips. In the dark, Noel’s 
pale fanny practically glowed. 

Hungry for a taste of his chosen, Owen parted Noel’s 
long, strong legs and climbed up on the bed between them. 
Grasping his tender buttocks into his hands, Owen spread 


them wide and lowered his face. With a possessive growl, he 
tongued his mate’s virginal hole. 

Submissively, Noel lifted his hips and let out a whimper 
of surrender that only served to push Owen over the edge. 
Need grew until he was practically blind with it. Each pass of 
his tongue served to prepare his mate for him, but he 
needed to be inside him now. Frantic urgency pushed aside 
the always carefully controlled master and turned Owen into 
an animal driven only by primal instinct. Lifting up, Owen 
looked around the room. When he found what he wanted, he 
settled back on the bed and returned to teasing Noel’s tight 
ass. 

“No games, Noel. Do you want me?” 

“Yes.” His voice was soft now, submissive and sweet. 

“There’s something very dangerous about doing this. Do 
you feel that?” 

“I do.” Noel lifted up and looked at Owen over his 
Shoulder. “Something’s happening to me. And to you. | want 
to finish this. | need—” 

Noel stopped talking and his eyes went wide as Owen 
Slid one slick finger deep inside his ass. AS Owen worked 
that digit in and out, Noel lowered his head and lifted his 
bottom. 

“Now | know how to stop you from talking isn’t to put 
something in your mouth.” Owen nipped each of Noel’s 
buttocks. “All | have to do is slide something up your ass.” 

Noel lifted his head and looked back. “Your cock better 
be coming soon or | swear | will tie you down and have my 
way with you.” 

Grinning, Owen worked his finger in and out a little 
faster. “Is that so?” 

“| swear, I—oh!” 

One finger became two, and rather than push into the 
bed to get away from his powerful fingers, Noel lifted his 
bottom, silently begging for more. 

“Do you like that?” Even though it was obvious that Noel 
did, Owen wanted to hear his mate’s slightly breathless 


answer. 

“Yes. God, yes. Please don’t stop.” 

Owen was so turned-on his cock was leaking pre-cum. 
Watching his fingers glide in and out of his mate made him 
crazy for completion. Why in the world did he feel that once 
he claimed his mate’s virgin bottom he was claiming him for 
all time? It was ludicrous. Virginity was more of an idea than 
an actual physical thing. Owen had been with lovers before, 
and he’d never felt this curious finality. What astonished him 
more than that curious idea was that he wanted to lay his 
claim to Noel. He didn’t know him well, but he knew him 
enough that he was comfortable making a commitment to 
him right here and right now. 

Rising up, Owen withdrew his fingers and placed the tip 
of his cock against Noel’s slick hole. 

“Oh, God, yes.” Noel lifted his bottom as high as he 
could. “Fill me. Mark me. Claim me.” 

Assured of his complete surrender, Owen pressed 
forward. As his cock went inside, the crushing heat wrapped 
around the head, drawing him deeper. Noel whimpered but 
didn’t move away. He wanted exactly what he was getting. 
After a lifetime of searching for that elusive something that 
would fulfill him, Owen found it in the arms of the last man 
he would have ever expected. Each fraction he went deeper 
bound him more thoroughly to his chosen. His dream of 
running in the night with his mate flashed into his mind. This 
time, he saw that Noel was beside him, his dark auburn coat 
cast pewter by the full moon. When he noticed that Noel 
wasn’t human, but a coyote, it seemed the most natural 
thing in the world. It was as if he’d always known exactly 
what he was but he’d forgotten. To his shock, Owen started 
to climax before he was even all the way inside his mate. As 
if he knew, Noel lifted up on his arms and rammed his body 
backward, taking all of Owen’s prick into his welcoming 
body. 

Noel let loose a cry that Owen thought would be about 
pain, but it was pure satisfaction. Noel practically howled 


with bliss. And he kept shimmying back until he pushed 
Owen into a sitting position and then Noel was in his lap 
with Owen’s cock buried to the hilt. Twisting his head back, 
Noel kissed Owen with hot, hungry swipes of his tongue as 
his ass quivered over his prick, milking him. Reaching 
around his slender waist, Owen latched on to Noel’s cock 
and stroked gently up and down, loving the soft whimpers 
his mate made into his mouth. 

Just when Owen’s climax reached the end, Noel’s began 
with a cry of surrender. Tearing his mouth away from 
Owen’s, Noel lowered his head and seemed to watch as 
Owen’s fist tightened around his shaft. Each time he jetted, 
Owen flicked his fist, pumping him hard. Each stroke was 
reciprocated when Noel’s body clenched around Owen. 
When he was finished, Noel collapsed back into Owen’s 
arms. 

Tenderly, Owen kissed his mate. Exactly what had just 
happened between them he didn’t know, but he wasn’t 
regretting a moment. Something strange and magical had 
passed between them, and now that it was over, there was 
no going back. For a split second, he felt a burst of sadness 
for what he had lost, but when he concentrated on what 
that might be, exactly, he realized he clung to the idea of 
being single when he didn’t actually enjoy the lifestyle at all. 
If he never stepped foot into the Basement again, he would 
be thrilled. It seemed to him he’d been looking all along for 
a man like Noel, but he hadn’t found him until he’d almost 
given up hope. But now that he had found him, he wasn’t 
letting go. As if to prove his point, Owen wrapped strong 
arms around Noel and then pulled him down to the bed, 
where they lay spooned together. 

“Perfect.” 

“What?” Noel asked. 

“You. You fit in my arms so perfectly.” Owen kissed his 
head then his ear, and then Noel turned his head so they 
could kiss over his shoulder. “Are you okay? For a first time 
that seemed rather aggressive.” 


“I have never felt—” 

Before Noel could finish speaking, the base of Owen’s 
prick swelled. Unsure what was happening, Owen searched 
Noel’s face, hoping he wasn’t hurt, but judging by the way 
he closed his eyes, rolled his head back, and smiled, he was 
anything but hurt. 

“Oh. My. God.” Noel shimmied his hips, twisting himself 
down and around Owen’s swelling prick. 

“What’s happening?” Owen felt a twinge of panic, but it 
was quickly erased by the most intense bliss. Owen came 
again, and so did Noel. 

As soon as he recovered, Noel looked over his shoulder 
and right into Owen’s eyes. “This is exactly like my dream.” 


Chapter 8 


“Dream? What dream?” Owen lowered his cheek and 
placed it against Noel’s face as he wrapped his strong arms 
more tightly around him. It was curious to Noel that Owen 
was hanging on to him almost as if he feared he would run 
away. After his burst of anger and his determination to 
leave, Noel could understand why Owen was embracing him 
so fiercely. Or maybe he was only stunned by what had 
happened between them. Noel should be, but he wasn’t 
because he’d seen this before. 

“| dreamed of this. | didn’t know it was you until now, but 
| swear, | saw this happening.” 

“You saw us having sex?” 

For a long time Noel didn’t answer because he felt 
embarrassed, but he realized he had to tell Owen. “I saw— 
felt—that when | met the right man, and | took his cock 
inside me, it would swell up, locking us together.” To his own 
ears it sounded silly, almost as if he attached some mythical 
importance to himself. But the dreams had been more richly 
vivid than that, with grand romance contrasted by a kind of 
dirty sexuality that he’d always assumed was him being 
submissive to his overly alpha partner. Now he just thought 
that was something his conscious mind added later to try to 
make sense of what was happening. “During these dreams 
I'd always climax in such copious amounts | had to get up 
and wash my own sheets so the housekeeper wouldn't 
gossip to others.” 

That got a chuckle out of Owen. 

“You're laughing at me having wet dreams?” 

“No, just the idea of you washing your sheets like a 
teenage boy tickles me.” Owen nipped gently along the 
edge of Noel’s ear. “Like you didn’t want your parents to find 
out you’d been beating off.” 

“I never did that in my bed.” 

“No?” 


“Only in the shower. That way the evidence is washed 
down the drain.” Noel laughed. “What about you?” 

“I my good sir, am a sexual deviant. | masturbate 
wherever | feel the need.” 

“So, you’re at the bank, and—” 

“Wait, let me rephrase that. At home | jack off wherever 
and whenever.” 

“Never at work?” 

Owen chuckled and lowered his voice. “Don’t tell anyone, 
but one time after a particularly irritating client left | went 
into the bathroom and jacked it to dissipate my tension.” 

“Did it work?” 

“Worked for me.” 

“Who was the client?” 

When Owen didn’t answer, Noel looked over his 
Shoulder, and the expression on Owen’s face told him 
everything. “Me? | annoyed you so much you had to go 
whack off in the bathroom?” 

“You made me very tense, and | had a final. Besides, it 
was Jake’s idea.” 

“Your boss—partner”—Noel corrected himself—“told you 
to go into the bathroom and play with yourself?” 

“He said it was the best tension reliever known to man. 
Said it works for headaches, too.” 

“Was | really so bad?” Noel knew that he came off stuffy 
and rude. He had tried to be kinder to people, but he found 
that difficult to do when he was always in a rush. In his 
haste to get things done, he often bulldozed over the 
niceties. 

“Noel, you’re the head of a huge family of companies. If 
you're a little uptight, l’d say you have a right to be.” Owen 
tenderly kissed Noel’s cheek. “Although, to be honest, | did 
want to stuff a ball gag in your mouth and bend you over 
my knee yesterday.” 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“I was in the office, and all my fun-time toys were here.” 
Owen squeezed Noel gently. “Besides that, | figured if | laid 


a finger on you, I’d end up in the county jail faster than Old 
Jim Wasshouse can polish off a pint.” 

Since Noel was unfamiliar with the drinking exploits of 
Old Jim, he asked, “I’m assuming that would be pretty fast?” 

“Two swallows. So, yeah. Pretty fast.” 

After a moment of silence, Noel asked, “Are you sad?” 

“About Old Jim?” 

“No!” Noel laughed. “Me.” 

“You? No. God, no. | think I’ve been looking for you from 
the moment | stepped into the Basement.” 

Unaccustomed to how that kind of world operated, Noel 
didn’t know if Owen was planning on going back there. Was 
it something he needed that would be outside of their 
relationship? And then that thought struck him so hard he 
almost gasped out loud. How in the world was he going to 
conduct a relationship with another man without getting 
caught? 

“Noel? What’s wrong? You got very tense all of the 
sudden.” 

“Nothing. I’m just thinking of ball gags and spankings.” 

That made Owen laugh. “If you really want to play those 
games, I’d be happy to indulge you.” 

“I think | would still like to try them. Just to see if | can be 
a quivering submissive.” Noel sighed as he settled into 
Owen’s powerful embrace. “Are you still willing to train me?” 

“We can play anything you want anytime you want.” 

Noel turned his head and kissed Owen over his shoulder, 
but as he turned back around and closed his eyes, he 
realized their time together was limited. How often could 
Noel sneak down here before everyone caught on? If he 
moved Owen to Salt Lake—assuming Owen even wanted to 
go up North—how long would it be before everyone got wind 
of their liaison? His public image was quite literally handed 
down to him from his father, who was a family man. That 
was the image Noel had to live up to. Already his public 
relations manager was making waves about him getting 
married and starting a family now that he was twenty-five. It 


was what had been expected from him from the moment he 
was born. 

“Noel, please tell me what’s wrong. | can feel you 
breathing funny, and your body keeps going so tense I’m 
afraid you’re going to bolt off the bed at any second.” 

“Is that why you’ve got me in such a death grip?” 

“Well, yeah. If you run off, I’m afraid you'll take my dick 
with you.” 

“I| won’t run.” Noel deliberately drew a deep breath and 
forced his body to relax. He wouldn’t run, not now at any 
rate. But he would probably have to soon. There was no way 
they could ever keep this quiet, and Noel didn’t know what 
would happen if the truth about him were revealed. Images 
of people leaving his employ in a rage were overlaid with 
visuals of the company stock value plummeting. And what 
would that mean to Owen? He would go from being a new 
and unknown attorney in a small town to the hunky alpha 
who brought down the leader of the most widely known 
family-owned company in the United States. Whatever 
choice Noel made would impact Owen, too. 

“| wanted to tell you something.” Noel needed to make 
sure that when he went, Owen knew exactly how he felt 
about him. 

“Yeah?” 

“I’ve enjoyed this time with you.” 

“Good. So have |. With you, | mean.” Owen kissed his 
ear, but when Noel turned his face, they kissed from tender 
and sweet to dirty and passionate. Another climax ripped 
through each of them and that was what finally wore him 
out. 

“Sleep?” 

“Yes.” 

It took a while, but eventually, he drifted off. New dreams 
came to Noel, but they were confusing and then they turned 
frightening. He was shedding his skin, trying to run from 
being Noel Forney, but there was no escaping who he was. 
Trapped in his role, locked into being at the top of a 


constantly shifting mountain, Noel clung to the one solid 
object he could grasp. Owen was there, strong, secure, and 
no matter how much the ground buckled and heaved below 
them, Owen was able to maintain his balance and keep a 
solid hold on Noel. 

Repeatedly, Owen swore he was there for Noel, that he 
would never leave him, that he would always hold him up no 
matter what, but then everything went dark. In the 
blackness, Noel lost his hold on Owen. Fumbling through the 
shadows, he reached out and touched something warm and 
soft and...furry? 

Noel opened his eyes and realized he was still in Owen’s 
bedroom because he could see light coming in through the 
tiny, oddly placed window. He was still on the bed, and when 
he shimmied his body, he discovered that Owen’s cock was 
still wedged deep inside him. Relief caused him to sigh, but 
it came out as a snuffling whimper. Lifting his head, Noel felt 
his ears perk up. It was as alien a sensation as it was 
familiar. When he looked down at his body, he saw fur and 
four paws. Wrapped around him was another set of paws. 

“Owen?” 

“What’s wrong?” Owen asked, his voice soft with sleep. 

“| think we have a problem.” 

“We do?” Owen's furry head came up, creating a cold 
spot on the back of Noel’s neck. 

“Unless you normally wake up as a canine.” 

That caused Owen to shake his head and wiggle back. He 
let out a yelp and stayed where he was. “/’m still inside 
you.” 

“Yes. | can feel that. Trust me that | can feel your big 
cock in my little body.” Owen's cock was still swollen at the 
base. It didn’t hurt, but given how off-kilter he felt right now, 
it didn’t feel all that good, either. 

“What the hell is going on? Are we dreaming?” 

“Only if we can share the same dream.” 

They were silent for a long time. 

“I don’t think we're dogs.” 


“Does that really matter?” Noel asked. 

“No, | suppose not.” Owen released a tense breath and 
ended up growling against Noel’s neck. 

“Good, God. That felt strangely good.” 

“I can tell.” 

“How?” 

“You quivered around my cock.” 

Deliberately, Noel tensed his body and then released. 

“Whoa! Stop that or you’re going to make me—” 

Owen climaxed with a low howl of pleasure. Noel felt 
something building in his body, and then he climaxed 
against the sheets. 

“I’m almost afraid of how good that felt.” Owen settled 
his head back down on the bed. “Okay, so, we’ve got to 
figure out if we're stuck this way or what.” 

“You mean we might be canines permanently?” Noel was 
actually pleased at the notion. If he was a dog, then it 
wouldn’t matter what he did or who he did it with. His joy 
evaporated as suddenly as it had arrived. If they were both 
dogs, how in the world would they take care of themselves? 
It wasn’t like Noel would have access to his bank accounts. 
They could speak to one another, but how would they 
communicate to a human that they were humans trapped 
inside dog bodies? 

“No, | hadn’t thought about us being dogs forever, but 
l'm worried my dick is going to be locked into you forever.” 

Noel laughed, but it emerged as a snuffling growl, which 
made Owen laugh, but only in their heads. 

“If | keep my laughter inside, my dog body doesn’t try to 
do what my human body does with ease.” 

“Right.” Noel tried to grasp the fundamentals of living 
like this, and all he saw was a String of terrors. 

“Oh, God, Noel. What’s wrong?” 

Even though his arms were furry and oddly formed, 
having them wrapped around him comforted Noel. “/’m 
sorry. I’m scared.” 


“Don’t be. We'll work this out. Maybe | can communicate 
with Jake. He’s smart.” 

“But you can’t talk to him.” 

“Maybe I can.” 

“How?” 

“By tapping or barking or—shit. How did Lassie do it?” 

A high, hysterical laugh echoed inside Noel’s head, yet it 
wasn’t Owen’s frantic mirth he was hearing, but his own. 
“We're crazy. This is crazy. | can barely run my life as a 
human, so there’s no way in hell | can make my existence 
work as a fucking dog!” 


Chapter 9 


“We'll find a way. We'll figure this out.” But it seemed the 
more Owen tried to comfort Noel, the more agitated he 
became. Since he couldn’t talk him down, Owen did the only 
other thing he could think of. He fucked him down. 

Growling sharply, he grasped the scruff of Noel’s neck, 
held him with his powerful jaws, and then thrust into him 
several times until they both climaxed. As bizarre as it was, 
it worked. Noel’s tension eased. 

“See?” 

“What?” Noel asked. 

“Getting off is the best tension reliever in the universe.” 

This time when Noel laughed, it was genuine and calm. 
“You're a nut.” 

“Yeah, but—” you love me anyway. The words hung there 
in Owen’s mind for a long time, and he wasn’t sure if he’d 
said them or not. 

“So what’s the plan now that we're calm after our mutual 
climaxes?” 

Either Owen hadn’t thought the words at Noel, or Noel 
had judiciously decided to ignore them. Since Owen wasn’t 
sure which, he decided to simply forget about the very 
terrifying idea of love and move on to the slightly less scary 
idea of transforming into a canine. And then he remembered 
something he’d seen. 

“I don’t think this is permanent.” 

“Why not?” 

“You have to swear to me that you'll never tell a soul.” 

“Well, right now you're the only one I can talk to.” 

“Right. But, well, | did something kind of wrong.” 

“And you think we were turned into dogs as a form of 
punishment?” 

“What? No!” Owen laughed. “/ think | saw a video of what 
happened.” 

“To us?” 

“Sort of.” 


“Stop pussyfooting around and explain!” 

“Oh, man. | really should have minded my own business, 
but Jake seemed obsessed with something on his laptop. | 
caught him entranced in whatever it was several times. 
When I finally got his attention, he snapped the lid shut and 
seemed to be uberprotective about it afterward.” 

“Are you sure it wasn’t pornography?” 

“If it was, he would have shown it to me.” 

“Really?” Noel sounded more envious than surprised. 
“I’ve never had a friend so close that he would share such 
things with me.” There was a long pause. “Have you and 
Jake ever...you know?” 

“We kissed once and realized we were both tops.” 

“| don’t know what that means.” 

“It means me and Jake would never work. Anyway, | 
knew it wasn’t porn, but as to what it could be, | was 
stumped. And it ate at me. | waited until he went to court 
and | knew he would be gone for several hours. Usually, he 
takes his computer with him, but this time he forgot. It was 
Just sitting there on his desk so it’s not like | did anything 
really bad.” 

“Just tell me what it was!” 

“It was a video of the sheriff arresting Marshal Roberts’s 
boyfriend. Judd Kingsley was being a major prick about the 
whole thing, and that must have pissed Marshal off to an 
extreme level. Anyway, Jake must have been filming it 
clandestinely to have some kind of evidence against the 
sheriff when all of the sudden there was this massive black 
coyote knocking down Judd Kingsley and growling in his 
face.” 

Noel was silent for a moment then quietly asked, “What 
in the world does that have to do with us?” 

“I replayed it several times, and from the angles and all, 
it appears that Marshal turned into the big black coyote.” 

“You think he turned into a coyote and jumped on the 
sheriff to protect his boyfriend?” 


“Not just his boyfriend.” Owen took a deep breath. “/ 
think Elliot was—and is—his mate.” 

“Mate?” 

Owen decided if he was going to go for it, he was going 
to go all in. “Yeah. And that’s what I think you are to me.” He 
nuzzled Noel’s neck. “/ think you’re my mate.” Owen wasn’t 
sure what he was expecting, but the last thing he ever 
anticipated was Noel’s utter silence. “Noe/?” 

“I remember reading a story about shape-shifters. But 
they had to undergo all these amazingly difficult hardships 
to gain that ability.” 

“So you're saying that you and I haven’t suffered enough 
to be coyote shifters?” Owen hoped to inject some levity, 
but his joke landed with a miserable splat. 

“We don’t even know if that’s what we are. Besides, 
maybe Jake was playing a joke on you.” 

“Why in the world would he do something like that?” Jake 
had a great sense of humor, but that trick would have been 
extremely elaborate and that wasn’t Jake’s style. A whoopee 
cushion on a chair or dye-encrusted gum that turned 
someone's teeth blue were jokes far more likely to come 
from Jake. “He wouldn’t have been so protective of it if it 
wasn't real.” 

“Maybe he just pretended to be all careful to get you to 
look.” 

“And then looking turned us into coyotes? Or, wait, | 
know. He dropped LSD into my orange juice and now we’re 
sharing the same hallucination.” 

“Okay, | see your point.” Noel considered. 

“My real point is if Marshal turned himself into a coyote 
he had to have turned himself back into a human because | 
just saw him last week.” Marshal had come into town and 
stopped by the office to take Jake out to lunch. From the way 
they were talking, Owen had gotten the impression they 
were conducting some kind of business that they didn’t 
want him involved in. “Oh. Whoa.” 

“What?” 


“What if Jake can do it, too?” 

“Turn into a coyote?” 

“Yeah. Him and Marshal were tight before, but they’ve 
been tighter the last few months, especially after Jake 
hooked up with Nathan.” Owen's mind was spinning with 
connections and potential conspiracies. “/ remember Judd 
Kingsley making a comment once and | didn’t really get 
what the hell he was talking about at the time, but now it 
makes some sense.” 

“Kingsley is the county sheriff?” 

“Yeah. He said there was something strange going on out 
at the Rough River Ranch. He was telling someone that an 
awful lot of missing men were showing up out there.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“I think it means we're not the first couple that this has 
happened to and we probably won't be the last.” 

“You think there are other men who can change from 
coyote to human and they're all living on a ranch?” 

“I do.” Excitement surged in Owen at the notion of there 
being more like themselves. If he was right, it would be 
mind-blowing. “Of course, that doesn’t help us in our current 
dilemma.” 

“You mean being stuck-together dogs?” 

“Yeah.” Owen flicked his hips. “/’m still really wedged in 
there.” 

“Trust me, | know.” 

“Does it hurt?” 

“Not at all.” Noel made a noise that was almost like a 
purr. “I wouldn’t want to stay this way forever, but for now 
it’s okay. Does it hurt you?” 

“Hell no. You’re all nice and tight and hot and—again!” 
Owen orgasmed, and Noel followed swiftly on his heels. “/ 
think maybe we just have to wait until our bodies have had 
enough.” 

“If we wake up human, I’m not sure if I’m going to be 
relieved or sad.” 


Owen didn’t know, either. Just the idea of being able to 
switch back and forth from one form to another was heady. 
To actually be able to do it would be beyond comprehension. 
Still, if they were now blessed with this startling ability, 
there had to be a catch. No one ever got super powers for 
free, at least not in any of the comics he’d read. They 
always had to endure some tragedy or suffer some 
tremendous loss. Just as Noel had said, there was always a 
trial to be borne. Owen’s paws tightened around Noel. If 
anything happened to him, would he lose everything? 

“Noel?” 

When he didn’t answer, Owen realized he’d fallen asleep. 
Owen tried to follow him into blissful slumber, but too many 
questions pounded in his skull. What were they and why? If 
they could shift back to human, when would they become 
coyotes again? Could they change at will? If they were 
injured in one form, would they carry that over to the other 
form? And just what the hell was going on out at the Rough 
River Ranch? But the most daunting question was, what 
would happen between him and Noel? 

Eventually, Owen fell asleep. He awoke’ without 
remembering any dreams, but he found the best reality was 
right in front of him. Noel, the human, was in Owen’s very 
human arms. Uttering a sigh of relief, Owen hugged him and 
kissed the top of his head. Sometime during the night his 
cock had slipped from his mate, so they were no longer 
stuck together, and for some reason that made Owen sad. 
Not that they could have stayed like that for much longer, 
just there was a feeling in his heart that it wouldn’t happen 
again. The closeness, the firmness of their bond had been 
tangible when he’d been literally locked into his mate. Now 
that they were separated, it would be easier for Noel to 
leave if he wanted to. Owen decided that what he needed to 
do was make sure Noel wouldn’t want to go. But how would 
he do that? 

Waking up put Owen another day closer to the time 
when Noel said he would have to leave. Owen had wanted 


to ask last night if things had changed now that they’d 
Shared such a remarkable transformation, but he hadn’t 
because he wasn’t sure he was ready to hear the answer. 
And the one thing Owen had learned as an almost-attorney 
was never to ask a question he might not want to hear the 
answer to. 

When Noel yawned hugely and stretched, Owen 
loosened his hold even though it physically hurt to do so. 

“Owen?” 

“Yeah?” 

“We're human.” 

“I noticed that.” He stroked his hand gently down to 
Noel’s belly. “Are you hungry?” 

“Extremely.” 

“Let’s shower, and then l'Il make breakfast.” 

Noel seemed strangely subdued in the shower, and 
Owen wondered if he was modest. When he asked, Noel 
looked down then back up at him. “I think some other things 
changed last night.” 

It was then that Owen noticed Noel had no body hair 
from his nose down. No after-five shadow, no chest hair, no 
armpit hair, just hairless all the way down to his toes. 

“And you have a foreskin.” Owen looked at himself. He 
still had body hair, but he had regrown his foreskin just like 
Noel. “So | guess that’s one of the perks of being a shifter?” 

“You think this is a perk?” Noel looked at his cock and 
made a face. “It’s ugly.” 

Stunned, Owen cupped Noel’s cock into his hand. “It’s 
not. Besides, once it’s hard it will look like its old self.” 

Noel didn’t look pleased. 

“| promise to show you all kinds of reasons why having a 
foreskin is a good thing.” Frankly, Owen was pleased to 
have a foreskin. He’d heard too much and read too much 
about how richly sensitive the foreskin was to ever look at 
this as a downside. Sure, his dick looked a little different, 
but he didn’t think it was ugly at all. 


The look Noel gave him was one of hope and sadness. 
Owen had a strong feeling Noel’s ambivalence wasn’t about 
his prick. 

“We'll work it out.” 

Noel turned into the spray and rinsed his head. 

Owen tried not to take it personally, but every time he 
tried to push the conversation toward their future together, 
Noel seemed to pull away. Owen had never been a clingy 
man, and he wouldn’t start now, but he wanted more than a 
fling with Noel. Sure, things would be complicated given 
who he was, but Owen would find a way to work around 
that. Plenty of people had. Owen didn’t want to live in the 
closet, but he felt no overwhelming need to tell everyone he 
met he was gay. It was just a part of him, like the fact he 
had brown eyes. Yet it was different for Noel. His whole life 
had been one of keeping secrets. From what he’d said about 
the girl he’d dated all through high school, coming out in 
any way simply wasn’t an option for Noel. 

“Are you ashamed of who you are?” 

“What?” Noel turned and glared up into Owen’s eyes. 
“What kind of a question is that? All I said was | thought my 
uncut cock was ugly.” 

“No, not that, just—you’ve always been in the closet.” 

“And I’m going to stay that way.” 


Chapter 10 


“You don’t ever see a time when you’d come out?” 

“No.” Noel turned and rinsed himself thoroughly. When 
he was clean, he stepped from the shower before Owen 
could grill him about his determination to keep the status 
quo. His reprieve was shockingly short. Without even 
waiting for the water to sluice off his wickedly perfect body, 
Owen was stepping out of the shower and pelting Noel with 
questions. 

“So, you'll what? Get married, have some kids, and keep 
your male lovers on the down low?” 

“VIL do whatever | have to do to protect my image.” Noel 
was aware he sounded like a self-centered prick. He felt 
rather than being clear with Owen, who was obviously 
getting the message, Noel really needed to be clear with 
himself. “Did you honestly think | was going to toss my 
hands up in the air and go screaming from the rooftops that 
I’m gay?” 

“No. | didn’t think that.” Owen wrapped a rust-colored 
towel snugly around his hips. “But | didn’t think you'd live a 
lie, either.” Owen sounded immensely disappointed, and 
that stung Noel more than he thought possible. 

“I’ve always lived a lie of one sort or another. This isn’t 
going to be any different.” Noel knew that part of what he 
was doing came from fear. He needed to push Owen away 
because what had happened last night had frightened him. 
The startling transformation was only part of what had him 
scrambling for solid ground. What really had him shaking 
was the depth of the feelings he already had for Owen. They 
had been together two nights and now they were starting 
their second day together, and already his feelings were 
edging into the danger zone. It wouldn’t take much more for 
him to fall in love with Owen. He was handsome, kind, 
driven, and secure with himself. Those were qualities that 
Noel admired and wished he had more of himself. But what 
really stunned him was how comfortable he felt with Owen. 


Three days ago the idea of being naked in front of someone 
else was terrifying and today it was practically old hat. 

“Well, I’m not going to live a lie.” Owen gently cupped 
Noel’s shoulders and turned him toward the mirror. “And 
before you say that you’re going to, you might want to get a 
good look at yourself in the mirror.” 

Slowly, the vapor that had collected on the mirror 
evaporated. As it rolled away, Noel was able to see himself. 
When he saw his eyes, he gasped, and leaned over the sink 
to press closer to the mirror. 

“What happened to my eyes?” 

“I'd say it’s something from the transformation. You also 
have a tan, which, with your pale skin, looks incredibly cool. 
However, it certainly doesn’t look low-key or like something 
you can lie about easily.” 

Rather than continue to point out how subtly different 
Noel’s appearance was, Owen spun on his heel and left the 
bathroom. From the direction he was going, Noel figured he 
was heading for the kitchen. Noel made a face and then 
noticed that his teeth were surprisingly white. He thought it 
was just from being contrasted with his newly tanned face, 
but when he opened his mouth and examined them, he 
discovered all his fillings were gone. His teeth looked brand 
new and totally untouched. 

Unable to accept the reflection in the mirror as his, Noel 
turned away. He returned to the bedroom, found his robe, 
slipped it on, and then went to the living room. There, he 
dropped onto the couch and tried to map out a game plan. 
Nothing came to mind. How in the world was he going to 
explain why he looked so different? His changed eye color 
could be blamed on contacts. Even though his support staff 
might think it strange for a man with already intense eyes to 
further enhance them, at least that change could be 
explained. But a tan? Never in his life had Noel ever tanned. 
He had very pale skin that as far as he knew wasn’t capable 
of tanning. Could he say it was a spray tan? Lord have 
mercy. He could, but the looks he would get would be...well, 


they wouldn’t say a thing to his face, but behind his back 
the rumors would fly. And there was simply no way to 
explain about his teeth or his prick. 

“Just be glad no one but your mother, father, and family 
doctor know about your cock.” Owen offered out a glass of 
orange juice, which Noel took into trembling hands. 

“You think this is funny?” 

“No. | think it’s sad that you have a chance for real, 
genuine happiness right in the palm of your hand and you're 
tossing it aside because of money.” 

“Money?” 

“Why else would you care so desperately about your 
image?” 

“Because it’s my fucking image!” Noel stood. He was 
trembling so badly he set the glass of juice down on the 
coffee table. “It’s not just some company that | work for. It’s 
a company that has been handed down for five generations 
from father to son. How dare you think | should be flippant 
about making the decision to end all of that?” 

Owen didn’t argue with him. He stood there listening, his 
face grim. 

“| don’t want to be the one Forney who just couldn’t man 
up and take care of business. | don’t want that on my head. 
If there was someone else | could give it to—” 

“You have a sister.” 

Noel gritted his teeth to hold back a cry of anguish. 
Giving the company to his sister was the equivalent of 
castrating himself. However, there was no way in hell he 
was going to confess that to Owen. He wouldn’t understand, 
and Noel wasn’t going to explain. 

“Would it be so terrible to take a less prominent role in 
the company?” Owen had softened his tone. It was clear he 
wanted to talk matters through, but Noel wasn’t so sure he 
did. 

“I am not going to discuss this with you because it isn’t 
any of your business.” 


A look of pain twisted Owen’s face, but he made no effort 
to hide his distress. 

“How can you just be that way?” Noel demanded, 
standing up from the couch. “How can you just let 
everything you feel show on your face for the whole world to 
see?” 

“Because I’m not ashamed of what | feel.” Owen 
sounded so heartbreakingly sad he practically touched 
Noel’s soul. “Besides, I’m not showing the world. I’m 
showing you.” 

“Don’t.” 

Owen nodded, but he didn’t turn aside or alter his 
features in any way. 

“I’m not ever going to love you.” As soon as the words 
were out of Noel’s mouth, he realized how vicious they 
were. 

Owen literally winced as if Noel had just punched him in 
the belly. 

Seeking to soften the blow, Noel hastily added, “I simply 
can’t allow myself to feel that way about you.” 

“Well, if you have that much control over your feelings, 
good for you. |, on the other hand, don’t. | really like you, 
Noel.” 

“Even at this moment?” 

“| don’t like your behavior right now, but | still like you. 
And | get what you’re doing.” 

“Do you?” Noel straightened his robe and noticed 
something curious. Usually, when he dealt with a man taller 
than himself, he felt shorter and that made him terribly 
uncomfortable. But with Owen, he didn’t feel smaller at all 
even though he was looking up at him. Somehow, Owen was 
able to make Noel feel they were on entirely even ground. 
How he did this, Noel didn’t know. “Do you really get what 
I’m doing?” 

“| do. You’re cutting me down with your sharp tongue in 
order to protect yourself.” Owen sighed. “I wish you 


wouldn’t because harsh words have a tendency to stick 
around mentally for a lot longer than kind words.” 

“| don’t want to hurt you.” And Noel honestly didn’t. 

“But you simply can’t accept the risk that being with me 
entails.” 

As much as it pained him to admit the truth, Noel 
reluctantly said, “Yes.” 

Owen sighed. “I get it.” 

“Good.” Noel wasn’t sure what to do with himself. He felt 
exposed and vulnerable. 

“Do you want breakfast?” 

His stomach felt so tight he wasn’t sure he could even 
choke down the juice, but he also didn’t know what else to 
do, so he nodded. 

“Scrambled eggs and toast okay?” 

“Perfect.” Noel watched as Owen went back into the 
kitchen. How in the world could he be so calm and so damn 
wise? Owen had ten years on him, but at times it seemed 
more like twenty. It was grossly unfair that all Noel’s harsh 
words had done was remind himself what a jerk he could be. 

Settling himself back on the couch, Noel envisioned 
turning the family company over to his sister. Like Noel 
himself, Clarissa was educated and more than capable of 
stepping into leadership shoes, but she was like a runner-up. 
His father had stressed that Clarissa’s primary objective was 
to get married and take care of her kids. She would only be 
called upon if Noel was unable to handle the company 
business. In his father’s mind, that had been a calamity like 
an accident that rendered Noel mentally or physically 
unable to work. Noel stepping down because he wanted the 
luxury of a private life with his gay lover was not something 
his father had anticipated or would approve of. And Clarissa. 
What would she think? How would she feel to have her 
whole world turned upside down? She had just finished her 
bachelor’s degree and wanted to continue her schooling to 
obtain an MBA. Noel didn’t think she had any actual designs 
on running Forney Manufacturing. He thought Clarissa 


enjoyed going to school, but also while she was seeking a 
degree she would have a valid reason to delay getting 
married and starting a family. Just like Noel, Clarissa felt 
intense pressure to follow the line set down by their family. 
They’d never talked openly about such matters, but from 
side comments and behaviors, Noel was pretty sure that like 
him, Clarissa danced to the beat of a different drummer. 

“It’s ready.” 

As before, they ate out on the table in the backyard. The 
birds were louder this morning, and to Noel it sounded 
almost like they were squabbling with one another. Had he 
somehow spread his bad mood to them? 

“Let’s make a deal.” Owen lifted his attention from his 
plate and stared at Noel. 

“What deal?” 

“We'll be together and be happy for the time you have 
left.” 

“And after that?” 

“You'll go home and do what you need to do.” 

Noel dropped his gaze to his plate. It was exactly what 
he’d imagined for his little escapade down in Scorpion. He 
was going to surrender to a Dom at the Basement, enjoy the 
hell out of the experience, and then go back to Salt Lake 
and start looking for a wife. What he hadn’t counted on was 
literally meeting the man of his dreams. 

“Can’t we just pretend that we never had that 
discussion?” Hope flared in Owen’s eyes. 

“Sure.” 

“Yeah?” 

“I think that’s the only thing we can do.” Noel reached 
across the table and took Owen’s hand in his. For a big man, 
he was astonishingly gentle. And Noel realized he never 
Should have agreed to finish out the weekend with Owen 
because already he was wondering if this would be the last 
time they ever held hands. Noel realized each and every 
time they did something, anything, he was going to wonder 
if it would be their last. Rather than yanking the bandage off 


for a burst of burning pain, he had chosen to slowly peel it 
away and subject himself to a long, lingering wash of agony. 

Instead of pointing this observation out to Owen, he kept 
it to himself. Deliberately, Noel set his worries aside and 
tried to enjoy every moment. And damn him all to hell, 
Owen made that easy. He didn’t push or try to get Noel to 
change his mind. He was happy to simply have some time 
together, and he clearly wanted to make the most of it. 

After breakfast they did the dishes together, which 
somehow, Owen made fun. Maybe because he refused to be 
down about a situation he couldn’t change. Or maybe it was 
simply the way that Owen really was. To Noel, Owen seemed 
to be the man who could take the lemons of life and make 
the sweetest lemonade in the world. 

As soon as they were done with the dishes, they went to 
the couch to watch some sporting event, but neither one of 
them was all that interested. 

“Remember that training we talked about?” Noel asked 
softly. 

“| do recall you saying something about wanting to learn 
how to suck my cock.” Owen clicked off the television. “Are 
you sure you—” 

“I’m sure.” Noel thought by playing that type of game he 
might be able to keep his emotions at bay. 

“Go get dressed.” 

“And you?” 

Instead of answering, Owen gave Noel a look that 
shivered him right down to his toes. Without another word, 
he rose to do his master’s bidding. He was barely able to 
affix the collar because his hands trembled so violently. It 
wasn’t fear, but excitement that made him shake. 

When he returned to the living room, Owen had closed 
all the drapes, making the room dark against the bright light 
outside. He wore a pair of jeans so tight they were 
practically painted on. In his hand he held what looked like a 
riding crop. 

“| didn’t say anything about—” 


“Kneel.” The harsh look in Owen’s eyes brooked no 
argument. 

Noel stopped where he was and got down on his knees. 

“Crawl over to me.” 

A stunned refusal tried to fly out of his mouth, but Noel 
managed to stop himself from blurting he would do no such 
thing. This was Owen’s way of testing his resolve. Noel 
swore he would prove his mettle. Swallowing down his pride, 
he crawled over until he was at Owen’s bare feet. 

Lowering the riding crop, he used the flexible bit of 
plastic at the tip to trace over Noel’s bottom lip. 

“What we are going to do is play a game where | am the 
master and you are my Slave. You will do whatever | tell you 
to do.” Owen paused for a long moment as he slid the crop 
over Noel’s mouth. “However, there is an out.” 

“Out?” Noel bit his lip and chastised himself for having 
spoken. It was the most basic element of the game and he 
simply couldn’t grasp it. Thankfully, Owen forgave him. 

“Should | tell you to do something that you honestly do 
not wish to do, you will say Topanga.” 

Noel repeated the word in his head. 

“It’s called a safe word.” Owen crouched down so they 
were eye to eye. “Remember how you said that having all 
the details worked out would suck all the excitement out of 
the encounter?” 

Noel nodded. 

“Employing a safe word is a way to retain all the 
anticipation, but it gives you a way to stop if you’re 
uncomfortable. Simply say the word Topanga, and | will stop 
what I’m doing and go back to a place where you were 
comfortable.” 

“This is exactly what | needed to know!” Noel realized 
he’d practically screamed in Owen's face. Mortified by his 
inability to grasp even the simplest command, he hung his 
head. 

“You're just excited.” Tender fingers cupped his chin and 
lifted his face. “The game hasn't exactly started yet so I’m 


not angry.” 

“I’m sorry | can’t manage to stop talking.” 

“Don’t worry. Soon enough you'll have my cock in your 
mouth and you won't be able to.” 


Noel grinned. “I though you said to shut me up you 
should put something up my ass?” 
“Don’t worry. l'Il do that, too.” Owen rose to his full 


height. “Now, my sweet slave, come here and unfasten my 
jeans.” 

Again, Noel’s hands shook, but he managed to expose 
Owen’s prick. His mouth watered to taste him, but he held 
back, waiting for instructions. He thought Owen would 
launch right into making him suck him, but he didn’t. The 
man had the most amazing self-control Noel had ever seen. 

“Get up.” 

Noel did. 

“Go into my bedroom. In the closet on the right is a 
plastic bin. Bring it to me.” 

Doing as he was ordered, Noel returned with the box. 
Since it had an opaque blue lid, he had no idea what was 
inside. He gave the box to Owen and resumed kneeling on 
the floor. Since Owen held the box over his head, he had no 
clue what—“Oh.” 

From the box, Owen removed some kind of toy that 
looked dark and menacing. “Stand up.” 

Swallowing hard, Noel did. He was ordered to lower his 
pants and bend over. 

“Part your cheeks.” 

When he hesitated, Owen spanked him with the whip. 
The stings were surprisingly sharp but also curiously 
pleasurable. Rather than obey him right away, Noel resisted 
just to feel a few more slaps. But Owen did what he said he 
would do. He put Noel over his knee and spanked him. He 
kept his palm cupped at first so it was more noise than pain, 
but slowly he worked up to a flat hand that stung more and 
more. What amazed Noel was how erotic it was to be 
spanked. It hurt, but not terribly, and each slap heated up 


his flesh. When Owen told him again to part his buttocks, 
Noel obeyed. 

Slowly, gently, Owen eased the lube-slicked toy into 
Noel’s ass. It was textured and felt amazingly good. 

“Now, get up.” Owen’s voice was cold, but not 
indifferent. 

When Noel stood and dared to dart a quick glance at 
him, he found his eyes were over-bright, almost feverish. 
Clearly, he was enjoying himself immensely. His rough tone 
was part of his persona. 

“Button up your pants.” As soon as he did, Owen 
ordered, “Get back on your knees.” 

Owen’s cock was still exposed, just as Noel had left him. 
Somehow, the thought of him with his cock out while he’d 
Spanked him caused Noel’s ass to tighten around the toy. 
When Owen flashed him a devilish smile, Noel was fairly 
certain he knew exactly what his training was doing to him. 

“You may kiss the tip of my cock.” 

Noel rose up to do so, but Owen moved back just enough 
to force Noel to shuffle forward on his knees. Each time he 
got close, Owen moved tauntingly back. Just when he 
reached his limit, and frustration was pushing him to say 
something, Owen stepped into him, placing his cock close. 
With worshipful attention, Noel kissed his prick and hungrily 
licked at the pearl of pre-cum. 

“You're so eager.” 

“Is that bad?” As soon as the question left his mouth, 
Noel knew he was in trouble. 

In a flash, he was back across Owen’s knee with his 
pants down and his butt being spanked. This time, though, 
the toy twisted inside him with each swat. Noel was shocked 
to realize he was going to climax. 

“Don’t you dare defy me by climaxing without 
permission.” 

Noel tried to hold back, but each slap brought him closer 
to the edge. Desperate to do as Owen demanded, he tried 
every trick he could think of to hold off his orgasm. 


Obviously taking pity on him, Owen stopped spanking 
him. Before Noel could breathe a sigh of relief, Owen started 
twirling the toy inside his ass. Forcing him to stand, Owen 
marched him into the bedroom, turned on the light, then 
made him observe his reflection in the full-length mirror. 

“Watch yourself.” Owen’s face was right over Noel’s 
shoulder, his gaze riveted to Noel’s prick. Each time Owen 
twisted the toy, Noel’s cock twitched. “How badly do you 
want to come?” 

Noel almost spoke, but at the last second he stopped. 
Confused if he should answer or not, he stayed silent as 
Owen continued to torture him with the toy. Just when he 
didn’t think he could take any more, Owen wrapped his 
forefinger and thumb around the base of Noel’s prick and 
squeezed. Now, no matter how vigorously Owen twisted the 
toy, Noel couldn’t climax. 

“Beg me to let you come.” 

In desperate, gasping pleas, Noel begged his wicked 
master for release. His balls ached, his buttocks burned, and 
his cock was so dark it looked almost as menacing as the 
toy. After what seemed forever, Owen finally removed the 
plug. He then ordered Noel to take off his pants and get on 
the bed. 

Desperate now to do whatever he said so he could have 
release, Noel practically threw himself on the mattress. 
Once there, Owen tied his hands to the posts. Expecting his 
legs to be bound, Noel stretched out, but Owen shook his 
head. 

“Lift them up and spread them. | want to look at you.” 

By holding on to the bonds, Noel was able to flex his abs, 
lift his legs, and hold them spread. He felt deliciously 
naughty and totally exposed. 

Owen watched him while slowly stroking his cock and 
Sliding down his jeans. When they puddled around his 
ankles, he kicked them away, but he continued to just look 
at Noel and fist his prick. 


As much as Noel wanted to beg him, he knew better. 
Finally, Owen’s training had paid off. But he didn’t know how 
much longer he would last. 

And then, a miracle. 

Owen climbed up onto the bed. Like a hungry beast, he 
crawled toward Noel’s bound body. But rather than pounce, 
Owen took his time and teased his finger around Noel’s 
overly sensitive hole. Each pass of his digit tightened Noel’s 
grip on the restraints, but he didn’t cry out or speak. 

“You've learned a great deal in one short lesson.” 

“Does that mean you're finally going to fuck me?” Noel 
realized his blurted question might very well extend his 
punishment. 

“I’m going to fuck you until I’m satisfied.” Owen climbed 
on top of Noel and proceeded to kiss the breath out of him 
without letting his cock get anywhere near his achingly 
empty ass. “And it takes a lot to satisfy me.” 

Noel whimpered and struggled against the bonds, but 
the truth was he was exactly where he wanted to be. No one 
was ever going to look at him with the longing and lust that 
Owen did. And no one would ever make him feel so strong 
and desirable. Letting go and allowing Owen to be in charge 
had exceeded his expectations. Bound, breathless, begging 
for release, Noel felt the most perverse freedom. But now he 
was so hungry for climax he was whimpering. 

“God, that sound. It makes me crazy for you.” 

“Oh, really?” Noel uttered the cry again, and he shrieked 
playfully when Owen growled and parted his legs wider. 
While looking right into Noel’s eyes, Owen eased his cock 
inside his ass. Each inch prompted another needy cry, which 
Owen answered with a growl of dominance. 

True to his word, Owen took a long time to find 
satisfaction. He kept building both of them up toward 
release, but each time he would pull back, keep them 
simmering, only to build them up again. It was the most 
delicious form of torture, and Noel enjoyed every moment. 
When Owen finally reached the point of no return, he 


climaxed so hard he curled over Noel and drilled his cock so 
deep it was almost as if he was trying to mark him in some 
way that Noel would never be free of. The idea of belonging 
to Owen and no other sparked a reciprocal climax that 
practically rendered Noel comatose. 

Exhausted, he closed his eyes and let out a sigh of utter 
contentment. 

“Me, too.” Owen moved so that his weight was off Noel. 
He untied him, laid down beside him, and then he tucked 
Noel close. “Let’s nap, and then we'll go out.” 

“Out?” Noel asked where they would go, but Owen 
mumbled something that he didn’t understand. Noel fell 
asleep thinking of what might be in store for him if Owen 
took him back to the Basement. 


Chapter 11 


“What exactly are you planning to do with me?” Noel 
held the helmet in one hand while he fiddled with the 
borrowed Windbreaker with the other. 

“I’m going to take you somewhere.” Owen eased the 
bike out of the garage. “Get on.” 

It was obvious that Noel didn’t want to, but he eventually 
got on the back of the bike. Since he was wearing his 
leather pants, Noel assumed Owen was taking him to the 
club, but he wasn’t. Those just happened to be the only 
pants Noel had. As kinky as the idea of having Noel naked 
on the back of his bike was, it certainly wasn’t practical. If 
he only had this weekend to be with his mate, then Owen 
was going to make the most of every moment. Sexing him 
up six ways to Sunday certainly had been a good start. If 
Noel remembered nothing else, Owen wanted him to 
remember that he had the ability to put him into a virtual 
sex coma. 

Since the bike was loud and they were traveling at a fair 
rate of speed with helmets on, conversation was impossible. 
But no words were necessary when Noel rested his head 
against Owen’s back and wrapped his arms around his 
chest. As much as he said he had to go home and get back 
to the life his family had set for him, it was just as clear Noel 
was reluctant to follow that path. 

Without asking, Owen knew that if things were entirely 
up to Noel, he’d stay. But they weren’t. What made matters 
worse was that Owen actually understood Noel’s dilemma. If 
he were in Noel’s shoes, he couldn’t say what he would do. 
There was no logical choice. If Noel picked love, then he let 
his entire family down. If Noel picked family, he let his 
eternal mate down. Either way he went, someone was going 
to be hurt. In the greater scheme of things, Owen thought 
that maybe hurting him was the lesser of the two evils. Not 
that he wanted Noel to make that call, just that it seemed to 
be a little bit less damaging than the other. 


Somehow, the idea that Noel would be just as miserable 
as Owen didn’t give him any comfort at all. Some people 
said misery loved company, but Owen wasn’t one of them. 
And he knew the reason he didn’t feel that way was because 
the optimist in him firmly believed he’d find a way to work 
things out with Noel. Even if he had to sneak up to Salt Lake 
City in the dead of night, he would just for the pleasure of 
spending time with his mate. 

One thing Owen already knew was that Noel was his one 
and only. He didn’t even have to try to see if he could 
connect with another man because he knew he couldn’t. Not 
after the explosive and magical joining they’d experienced. 
When he’d been a little unsure about whether they’d really 
shifted or not, one trip into the bedroom to see the short 
hairs in brown and auburn all over his sheets had confirmed 
the truth. 

After twenty minutes, they arrived at a small slot canyon. 
If they followed the trail all the way to the end, they would 
find a large, curved area in the rock that was like an 
amphitheater. When it rained, the slick rock above collected 
water and tumbled it over the top, creating a stunning 
waterfall. Judging by the clear sky, they wouldn’t see that 
beauty tonight. Still, Owen wanted to go there with his mate 
and howl just to hear what it would sound like echoing off 
the stone walls. Since it was practically the middle of the 
night and the parking lot was empty, he didn’t think they 
would run into anyone else. 

Noel removed his helmet and looked around. Since the 
moon was up and almost full, the light had turned the red 
rocks silver. “What are we doing here?” 

“| wanted to play.” Owen took off his helmet and locked it 
down to the bike along with Noel’s. 

“Play?” 

“Yep.” Owen proceeded to disrobe and tuck his clothing 
into a backpack. 

“You want to play in the desert naked?” 

“Yep.” 


Owen was completely nude, and he felt immensely free. 
By concentrating, he felt his body change. 

“As a coyote!” Noel quickly stripped off his clothing and 
Stuffed it into the bag. “How do | change?” 

“Just think about how it felt last night. Feel your body 
that way again.” Watching Noel shift was educational. He 
was standing there as a human, and then he seemed to 
gather into a long line, like all his molecules compressed 
into a tube that shot toward the ground. But rather than 
land with a splat and burst apart, the molecules re-formed 
into a coyote. Even though his eyes didn’t see the color, 
Owen knew Noel’s coat was dark auburn, just like the hair 
on his head. 

“This feels so alien and yet so familiar.” Noel padded 
over to Owen. “You ready?” 

“Let’s run!” Owen turned and took off down the trail. 
He’d hiked this dozens of times as a human, but now he 
noticed things he’d never seen before. The powdery dirt was 
deliciously soft against his paws and down this low he was 
able to feel the cool moisture of evening gathering. Soon it 
would become dew and coat the plants that lined the trail, 
but for now, it gave him and Noel a damp layer of air to cool 
their straining bodies. 

“Slow down!” Noel called. “Since when did this become a 
race?” 

Owen laughed and eased up. “/ don’t know what came 
over me. It’s like | want to run and run and—hunt.” 

“Hunt for food?” 

“Yeah. Maybe not to eat it, but damn, | really want to 
chase something down.” Owen stopped suddenly, and Noel 
almost bumped into him but diverged off the trail to stand 
next to him. “Do you smell that?” 

Noel lifted his head, closed his eyes, and drew in a deep 
breath that expanded his rib cage. “What is that?” 

“A rabbit? Or a vole. Something like that has been 
running around out here. | can smell its heat.” Owen didn’t 
know how to describe that it wasn’t the smell of the 


animal’s fur or its waste. It was the scent of the heat that its 
living body gave off. When his mouth started watering, he 
knew his primitive hunting instincts were definitely kicking 
in. “We’d better move on before I go tearing around looking 


” 


A cry of shock and pain spun Owen on the trail. Noel was 
off the path about ten feet, howling in agony. It didn’t take 
Owen long to figure out what was wrong. He shifted back to 
human and gingerly made his way over to his mate. 

“Sh,” he soothed. “You stepped on a cluster of cactus.” 
Owen assessed the situation and then lifted Noel into his 
arms. “I’ve got you. Don’t worry.” He carried him back to the 
trail, laid him down, and then painstakingly removed the 
barbed spines. “You poor thing. What possessed you to go 
running off that direction?” 

“I couldn't resist that smell. | was just so determined to 
track it down that | didn’t even look where | was going.” 
Noel uttered a grunt of pain as Owen yanked out another 
spike. “/ guess it’s a good thing | don’t have to survive as a 
coyote, because I clearly wouldn't.” 

“Stop putting yourself down.” Owen removed a rather 
big cluster of spines from Noel’s bushy tail. “You don’t know 
this area so how could you possibly know what those plants 
were when your eyes are made to see movement and not 
details?” 

“How do you know that?” 

“| looked it up today.” 

“When?” 

Owen made a face. “While | was in the bathroom.” 

“Ohh,” Noel said in a singsong voice. “You’re one of those 
people who takes his smartphone to the bathroom!” 

“Guilty as charged.” 

“First a morning person and now a bathroom phone 
person. What next? Oh, no. Don’t tell me. | don’t want to 
know any of your other horrible afflictions.” 

“I won’t confess them, especially not the fact that | fold 
and put my clothes away right after | take them out of the 


dryer.” 

“Clearly, you’re a very sick man.” 

“Obviously.” Owen carefully ran his hands over Noel’s 
body to make sure he got all the needles then he helped 
Noel to his feet. “Okay?” 

“Yes. Thank you.” Noel swiped his tongue against Owen’s 
face. 

“You're welcome. Now, let’s stay on the trail, shall we?” 

“Yes, dear.” 

Owen shifted back, and they were off again but at a 
much more sedate pace. “Wow. I just can’t get over all the 
scents out here. As a human, | never even smelled an eighth 
of this stuff.” 

“It’s almost overwhelming, but my brain seems to 
categorize things very quickly into danger, no danger, and 
food.” 

Owen had noticed that, too. “And water. Can you smell 
that there’s some stagnant water nearby?” 

“Yes. I’m glad I’m not thirsty because | think if | was I’d 
probably go and drink it.” 

Eventually, they reached the cave-like natural 
amphitheater. When they did, Owen lifted his head and gave 
out a long and lusty howl. After he cut the sound off, the 
echo continued for a few seconds. 

Noel tossed back his head and did the same in a slightly 
higher-pitched voice. “Mine doesn’t sound as good as 
yours.” 

“Go deeper.” 

They took turns howling, yipping, and growling until they 
grew bored of playing with the echo. 

“What now?” Noel asked. 

Owen gave him his best dirty grin, which was rather 
difficult to do with his canine face. 

“Are you trying to be sexy? Because it looks like you’ve 
gone off your meds.” 

“What about now?” Owen shifted to human and gave 
Noel his most alluring come-hither look. 


“Now you're sexy.” Noel shifted and then stepped into 
Owen’s waiting embrace. 

They didn’t talk for a long time or do anything but simply 
look at one another. Owen wanted to say a million things, 
but none of them would change Noel’s mind. Moreover, they 
would only ruin what had been a fun evening but for the 
cactus patch. 

“Why is it that being an adult is so damn difficult?” 

“| don’t know.” Owen cupped Noel’s head to his chest 
and simply held him. 

“Will you go back there?” 

“Back where?” 

“To the Basement.” 

“No.” Owen had no interest in starting that up again. “l 
realized that what | thought | was getting out of it | really 
wasn’t. It was a way for me to have power and control, but it 
left me feeling hollow. The only good thing that ever came 
out of that whole crazy episode in my life was you.” 

Noel tightened up, but he didn’t pull away. 

“I’m sorry. | Know you don’t want to hear that given what 
you've decided to do, but | also can’t lie to you. You are 
incredibly special to me, Noel. You have no idea how lonely 
I’ve been. | went to the Basement to try to fill that void. And 
then you came along and I'm shown this incredible, 
amazing, magical existence that I’ve hungered for my whole 
life. Sadly, before it even gets going, it’s over.” 

After a long beat of silence, Noel quietly offered, “I’m 
sorry.” 

“Me, too.” 

“If | could change things, | would.” 

“I know. What makes this even harder is that | honestly 
understand why you’re doing what you’re doing.” 

Noel pulled back and looked up at Owen. His eyes were 
filmed with unshed tears. “You’re forgiving me?” 

“I have to.” 

“Why?” 

“Because | love you.” 


Chapter 12 


“How can you love me after what I’ve said and what I’ve 
done?” Noel felt a new surge of fear run through his body. 
He’d wanted Owen to resent him, maybe even hate him a 
little, because that would make it easier to walk away when 
the time came. But this, his forgiveness and acceptance and 
loving him—Noel couldn't bear to have that on his 
conscience. “You don’t love me. You can’t.” 

“I can and | do.” Owen flashed him a bittersweet smile. “l 
understand why me saying that has pushed your panic 
buttons.” 

“Stop. Just stop...” But Noel didn’t know what he wanted 
Owen to cease doing. 

“Stop loving you? Stop accepting you?” 

“Stop trying to guilt me into changing my mind.” 

“Is that what I’m doing?” Owen appeared to give the 
idea serious consideration. “I thought | was just being 
honest with you about my feelings.” 

“You want honesty? Fine. All my life I’ve struggled to 
prove I’m a man.” Noel flashed back on the taunting bullies 
who seemed to follow him wherever he went. “I was shorter 
than practically every other guy, so | had to be twice as 
tough to prove | wasn’t weak. With my pale skin and reddish 
hair, | put up with cracks about me being an elf, a fairy, or 
any number of decidedly fay creatures. | swore that | would 
prove all of those idiots wrong.” Noel took a deep breath as 
a lifetime of anxiety welled up in him all at once. “I played 
every sport | could and | worked my ass off to be good at 
them even though | despised every moment. Imagine my 
horror when | realized that I liked men. Can you picture that? 
Here | am busting my hump to be Mr. Manly and I’m into 
guys! It’s like the universe just had to take a total crap on 
me. And then, I’m put in charge of my family’s empire when 
my parents are killed during a freak accident at sea. Here’s 
my chance to man up, and what do | do? | go down to a little 


town and pick up a notorious Dom in a sex club who turns 
out to be my coyote-shifting fuck buddy!” 

The last two words echoed off the canyon walls. 
Breathless after his long litany of complaints, Noel hung his 
head and tried to catch his breath. He had never told 
anyone what he’d desperately tried to accomplish. To have 
it all come pouring out at once, and to Owen of all people, 
left Noel feeling worse than he ever had. 

“I’m sorry.” Owen’s voice was softer than the powdery 
dirt they’d run through. 

“It’s not your fault.” 

“No. But I’m still sad that you’re hurting.” Owen wrapped 
his arms around him and held him close. “What can | do?” 

It was such a simple question, but Noel didn’t have an 
answer. If he knew what he needed, he would have asked 
for Owen’s help, but he didn’t, so he kept quiet. 

Rather than browbeat him for a way to ease his pain, or 
worse, pick apart every sting of the big ball of nasty 
resentments, Owen just held him. His simple act of kindness 
and acceptance caused Noel to burst into tears. He wanted 
to sink into the ground and melt away. Why couldn’t he ever 
be strong? 

“Why do | always have to be so weak?” 

“Weak?” Owen asked. “Oh, no. Not you. To survive what 
you did you had to be one hell of a strong man.” 

“Right. That’s why | went to a gay BDSM club looking for 
a guy to spank and then fuck my ass.” 

“Do you think your sexual cravings make you less of a 
man?” 

“Don’t they?” 

“No. They don’t.” Owen leaned back so he could see 
Noel’s face. “Do you think I’m less of a man because | enjoy 
having sex with other men?” 

“No. But it’s different because you act like a man while 
fucking.” 

“Oh. | see. Because | penetrate that makes me manly.” 

“Doesn't it?” 


“Not to me it doesn’t. Being a man has to do with your 
chromosomes, not who you like to have sex with or how you 
have sex with that person.” Owen sighed and kissed the top 
of Noel’s head. “You are every bit as manly as | am.” 

As much as Noel wanted to believe him, and there was a 
part that did, he pushed on with his need to confess the 
entire truth to Owen. It wouldn’t change anything, but the 
idea of having one other person in the universe know him, 
the real him, was strangely comforting. Just like the curious 
way that giving up control empowered him, admitting his 
private truth helped him retain his public image. 

“You know what | thought? | thought | could come down 
here, have this tawdry encounter with some man who would 
beat me and hurt me, and somehow that would purge me of 
being gay. If the sex injured me badly enough, | would 
magically gravitate toward women. And instead | found 
you.” Noel looked up at Owen, who looked down at him with 
kindness and not anger. “Why couldn’t you have beaten the 
shit out of me and sent me on my way?” 

“Because there’s nothing wrong with you.” 

Before Noel could argue back, Owen captured his lips 
and kissed him gently. That struggling little boy so 
desperate to be a man inside Noel tried to pull away, but 
the real Noel, the man he was just starting to accept and 
understand, refused. Owen’s lips were soft and comforting. 
When Owen opened his mouth and teased his tongue gently 
against Noel’s, he felt his entire being surge toward him. 
Acceptance flowed into him, enveloping him, surrounding 
him in a cocoon that was as gentle as it was protective. In 
Owen’s arms, Noel felt complete. 

When Owen lifted him up, Noel wrapped his legs around 
his waist and clung fiercely to him. For a second, he thought 
that Owen would deepen the moment by filling him with his 
cock, but he didn’t. Noel knew they were both aroused since 
their hard pricks rubbed against one another, but it seemed 
to Noel that neither of them felt a frantic need to mate. This 


was different. This was somehow far more intimate than 
Sex. 
To his dismay, he realized what he was feeling was love. 
He didn’t want to love Owen, but his heart didn’t listen to 
his brain. Noel’s brain was the practical one who looked at 
everything in harsh lights that quickly discerned if the 
person could help or hinder his perceived goals. But his 
heart didn’t bother with ideas of right, wrong, or helpful. All 
his heart cared about was how Noel felt when he was with 
Owen. And he felt good. Owen accepted him for all that he 
was. The good, the bad, and even the ugly were okay with 
Owen. That was what made Noel’s heart fall for him so fast 
it was almost staggering. 

But his brain wouldn’t stop regurgitating all the reasons 
their relationship was doomed. 

Determined to drown out the naysayer for just one more 
night, Noel let his heart take charge. And when his heart led 
him to whimper softly against his mate’s mouth, his mind 
couldn’t step in and tell him to stop. Each subtle cry told his 
mate what he needed, and eventually, Owen lowered him 
until his feet touched the ground. 

Without breaking their kiss, Owen sat down cross-legged 
on the smooth sandstone. He eased Noel down with him and 
then used slippery pre-cum to slick up his cock so he could 
gently and slowly fill Noel’s bottom. 

Unlike the training today, this was silent yet filled with 
nonverbal communication. All Noel had to do was utter a cry 
of pain and Owen would back off, but Noel felt nothing but 
ecstasy. Even though Owen hadn’t teased him into 
madness, he still felt a longing for completion. Not climax, 
because that wasn’t what his heart wanted, but 
consummation of all his most primitive needs. Fulfillment 
was here, with this man, in this very subtle way. 

Unable to move because of the way he was sitting, Owen 
simply cupped Noel’s buttocks, balancing him so he could 
rise and fall against him. It was a slow, wanton dance that 
Noel made against his mate’s lap. When the cadence of 


Owen’s breathing deepened and accelerated, Noel sensed 
that he was close. Squeezing and releasing in ever-faster 
flickers pushed Owen to grasp Noel’s hips and slam him 
down tight as he climaxed. Pleased by his ability to incite 
such passion in his mate, Noel climaxed shortly after him. 

He had no idea how long they stayed wrapped together 
because all Noel was aware of was the beat of his heart 
against Owen’s. Lub dub, lub dub. Their hearts eventually hit 
the same pace, and for a few moments, they beat as one. 
And then he became aware of a chorus of crickets adding to 
their melody. To Noel, it was the most impossibly beautiful 
music in the world, and only the two of them could hear it. 

Eventually, Owen’s prick slipped from Noel’s body, and 
the loss seemed profound. All things in life were so painfully 
fleeting. That was a lesson Noel had to learn time and time 
again. Always, he had yearned for something to last. Just 
one thing in the chaos had to stand the test of time. 

“I really do love you, Noel.” 

And there it was. One thing that would never fade. One 
thing that could endure the slings and arrows of life. Owen’s 
love for him was eternal. But Noel didn’t have the courage 
to offer his in return. Yet still, Owen didn’t withdraw his 
feelings. He offered his love freely and attached no strings. 
His unrelenting acceptance only served to make Noel love 
him more. But sadly, he could never tell him. Somehow, if 
he didn’t say the words, he didn’t validate the feeling, and 
therefore it didn’t exist. What was so comical was that Owen 
probably would have gotten a laugh over that logic because 
it was lawyer logic. 

And Noel’s mind screamed that there was his 
justification. Owen was taking the bar exam at the end of 
the month. He would be a newly minted attorney, and the 
very last thing he needed to start out his career was a 
relationship that would cast him in a harsh light. As Noel’s 
brain danced around victoriously, his heart skipped several 
beats, and then continued pumping but not with the 
lightness it had before. 


Chapter 13 


“I want you to know that you can call me any time, day 
or night.” Owen offered Noel one of his business cards. For a 
moment, he thought he wasn’t going to take it, but Noel 
eventually wrapped his fingers around the card and slipped 
it into his pocket. 

“Thanks. l'Il call you.” 

“ld like that.” There were a million other things Owen 
wanted to say, but he didn’t because he knew each word 
would only torment Noel more. He’d made up his mind, and 
he was determined to see it through. Owen loved him 
enough to let him go. If Noel thought he was doing the best 
thing for himself, then Owen couldn’t stand in his way. He 
didn’t love him any less. Owen respected his decision 
because Noel was doing the right thing for himself. “Please 
be careful.” 

“I will.” Noel was standing next to his car. He’d taken a 
taxi from town out to the club because he didn’t want 
anyone to recognize his car and wonder what he was doing 
at a dive bar on the outskirts of town. “Good luck on your 
bar exam.” 

“Thanks. I’d be happy to let you know how it goes.” 

“Sure.” Noel looked scrumptious in his custom-made suit. 
The color was a blue so dark it was almost black, and it 
showed off his new tan and his flashing eyes perfectly. “Call 
my office.” 

“I will.” Owen wanted to scream at how inane their 
conversation was. But all the deep talks were over. He’d 
said all that he needed to say and the time had come for 
good-byes. 

Noel seemed to hesitate with the door open. For a split 
second, Owen thought he was going to lean over and kiss 
him, but then a truck rumbled past the parking lot, and Noel 
watched as it went by. Without another word he got into the 
Cadillac, put on his seat belt, turned the key, and drove off. 


Owen watched until his car disappeared. Then he kick- 
started his bike and drove home. He took his time and the 
longest route he could think of. Feeling the sun on his back 
and the wind tickle over his ears were the closest things to 
comfort he could find at the moment. But eventually, he 
returned home. His place seemed empty somehow, so he 
turned on some music to make it seem less so. Since he 
couldn’t fill the air with Noel’s cries of bliss, he’d try filling 
the void with music. Fidgety, he then cooked a long and 
complicated meal that he ended up not eating very much of. 
Desperate for distraction, he worked his way through the 
numbers in his phone, but everyone was burned out after 
the long weekend. Tomorrow was Tuesday, the first day of 
the workweek, so everyone was crashing early tonight. Noel 
had left while there was still plenty of sunlight because he’d 
be driving along U.S. Highway 6, the most deadly road in all 
of Utah. That fact bothered Owen, but it was secondary to 
the fact Noel had left at all. 

Since he couldn’t sit still, Owen worked out until he was 
drenched in sweat. Then he showered and slipped into bed. 
The sheets didn’t smell like Noel because they had stripped 
the hair-covered ones off and put new ones on. But then 
they’d made a gentle kind of love on the beanbag chair in 
the living room, so the only thing his bed smelled like was 
fabric softener. 

Tossing and turning messed up the covers but didn’t help 
him get any closer to sleep. Thoughts of Noel made him 
hard, but he didn’t have any urge to masturbate. Owen had 
a terrible feeling that self-love was never going to satisfy his 
hunger again. Only his mate could stamp out his fire. Three 
times Owen picked up his phone and rubbed the tip of his 
finger over the speed dial button that would connect him 
with Noel’s private cell phone. Three times he stopped 
himself from pressing it. Owen only had that number 
because he’d snagged it off his work computer. He should 
only call it if he had official business to discuss with Noel. 


“Maybe | can make something up.” Owen thought of all 
the properties that his and Jake’s law firm had drawn up 
papers for and also helped manage. Surely, there was a 
problem at one of them. But Owen didn’t want to start out 
connecting to Noel by making excuses. That wouldn’t 
endear him to Noel, and he wouldn’t be able to stand 
himself for lying. He had to do exactly what he said he 
would. 

Owen had to let Noel go. 

Eventually, he found respite in sleep. When he woke the 
next morning, the only thing that brought a smile to his face 
was the fact that Jake would be back from his vacation. 
Owen showered, shaved, and then dressed in his favorite 
navy-blue suit. He walked the ten blocks over to the office 
with more of a spring in his step than he would have 
expected. 

“Owen!” 

“Jake!” 

They high-fived and then clasped their hands and pulled 
one another into a hug. 

“Did you miss me?” 

“You don’t know how much.” Owen couldn’t wait to hear 
all about his vacation with Nathan. 

Jake’s description of Bora Bora made Owen want to go 
there with Noel. It would be the perfect place for a tryst 
without anyone being the wiser. The odds of them running 
into anyone either of them knew were astronomical. Sure it 
was expensive, but Owen could see dropping that kind of 
money to have another blissful weekend with Noel. Owen 
was deep in a fantasy about fornicating with Noel in the 
warm tropical waters when Jake waved his hand in front of 
his face. 

“Hello? Dude. Here | am telling you about the most 
insane food adventure and you’re spacing out on me.” 

“Sorry.” As much as Owen wanted to tell Jake everything, 
he couldn’t. If nothing else, Owen respected Noel’s need for 
privacy. Even though Owen trusted Jake implicitly, he still 


cared too much about Noel to share something he wouldn’t 
be comfortable with. 

“Are you Okay?” 

“Yeah. | just had a little too much fun on the long 
weekend.” 

“I heard there were a lot of problems.” Jake rubbed his 
hands together like a miser and uttered a hardy bwhahaha. 
“Criminal problems are my bread and butter.” 

Owen laughed and then sobered. “We'd better listen to 
voice mail so you can see if you need to arrange bail for 
anyone.” 

“How about you do that, and l'Il check the police 
blotter?” 

“Deal.” 

They each went to their desks and dug in. Most of the 
calls on voice mail were from current clients. There were 
also several hang-ups. Owen would have simply dismissed 
them as wrong numbers, but there was a hesitation on the 
line. Almost like someone wanted to leave a message but 
couldn’t summon the courage. Owen wondered if Noel had 
called, but he dismissed the notion. He couldn’t see 
everything in terms of his lost love. If he did, he would drive 
himself crazy. 

“Hey, did you see this?” Jake pointed to something in the 
Scorpion Sentinel. 

“You know | haven’t since I’ve had the phone glued to my 
ear for the last hour.” 

“Oh, yeah. Right.” Jake shook his head. “I’m. still 
recovering from my vacation, so cut me some slack.” 

“Poor baby!” 

“I am! Too much sun, sex, and general sinning.” Jake’s 
sigh caused a wash of unfamiliar jealousy in Owen that he 
deliberately shrugged off. 

“What’s the story?” 

“Apparently, there was a brutal beating out at the Last 
Resort. Jesus. The guy almost died. He’s in the hospital.” 


Owen came over and peered down at where Jake’s finger 
pointed. He read the information, and his heart just about 
jumped out of his chest when he read that the police were 
looking for someone who went by the name The Mask. 

“We have a problem.” 

“We do?” Jake cast him a dubious glance. “How is a bar 
fight our problem?” 

“Because | know who The Mask is.” 

“Yeah? Who is he?” Jake laughed. “I hope to God he’s not 
one of our clients.” 

“No, he’s not.” 

“Good.” 

“He works with you.” 

It took a moment for that to sink in. When it did, Jake 
rose, shut the office door, and then settled back at his desk. 
He did all of this without taking his gaze off Owen. 

“You're The Mask?” 

Owen nodded. 

“Were you involved in this fight at the bar?” 

“No.” 

“Do you have any knowledge about the fight at the bar?” 

“No.” Owen noticed that Jake automatically went into 
lawyer mode. He hesitated before asking questions because 
he was carefully framing them. 

“Were you anywhere near the bar when the fight 
Supposedly occurred?” 

From the brief note in the police blotter, Owen gathered 
that the fight had happened sometime in the early morning 
hours of Saturday, but they were looking for anyone who 
had been to the bar on Friday night or anyone who knew 
anything about a man called The Mask. 

“I was there last Friday.” 

“What time did you arrive?” 

“About ten that night.” 

“When did you leave?” 

Owen couldn’t recall exactly since he hadn’t been 
wearing a watch. He hadn’t taken long to drink his drink, 


and then he hadn’t spent all that long in the back with Noel 
before they departed. “To the best of my knowledge, | left 
around midnight.” 

“Were you alone?” 

“I was when | arrived, but not when | left.” 

Jake gave him a look that instantly put Owen on the 
defensive. “It’s not what you’re thinking.” 

“Im thinking you’re too damn good to be picking up 
guys at that bar.” 

“| wasn’t—” Owen cut himself off. He had been out there 
to pick someone up. But it wasn’t what Jake was thinking. “I 
wasn’t at the bar. | was in the Basement.” 

“The bar has a basement?” 

“No. Underneath the bar, there’s a...club. It’s called the 
Basement.” 

“What kind of a club?” 

As much as Owen didn’t want to tell him, he knew if he 
wasn’t completely honest, Jake couldn’t help him. “A BDSM 
club.” 

Jake’s jaw literally dropped. His mouth hung open for so 
long Owen reached out and pushed up on his chin to close 
it. 

“You are into BDSM?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Are you—which part of that alphabet are you into? Are 
you into B and D or are you an S or an M?” 

“I’m more of BDS.” Hoping for a laugh or at least a 
chuckle, all Jake did was look at him waiting for an 
explanation. “I’m a Dom who likes to use bondage and 
discipline on my sub.” 

Again, Jake gave him a look of such incredulity Owen felt 
like he’d been caught beating off in church. “It’s not what 
you're thinking.” 

“Explain it to me.” 

“I like torturing guys with sex.” 

“What?” 


“I like to get them all worked up and then drag out their 
release for as long as | can.” 

“So you’re not like beating them with whips and chains.” 

“No. I’m teasing them with my hands and a variety of 
toys. But sometimes...” 

“Sometimes...” Jake prompted. 

“Sometimes the guy I’m with wants me to spank him in 
between teasing him, so I do. Or rather | did. But that night | 
didn’t do any of that there. | met someone and took him to 
my house.” 

“You took one of these guys home with you?” Jake 
couldn’t look more appalled if he tried. “Did you beat him up 
at your house?” 

“| don’t beat men up!” 

“Right. Sorry. But if you were with this guy the whole 
time, then you have an alibi.” 

And therein rested the problem. “I can’t say who it was.” 

“Oh my God! You don’t even know his name?” 

“Fuck, Jake! | know his name, but | can’t tell the police. | 
can’t even tell you.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because it would destroy his reputation.” 

Jake nodded and then bit his lower lip. Owen had known 
Jake for a long time, and he knew that look. That was the 
look of Jake debating whether or not he wanted to take the 
case. Just because they worked together, and just because 
they were friends and business partners, didn’t mean his 
help was automatic. Jake had a reputation to protect, too. 
Owen realized he was holding his breath, waiting for an 
answer, so he deliberately made himself take in a series of 
deep, calming breaths. 

Eventually, Jake stopped chewing at his lip. His eyebrows 
settled low over his eyes, hooding them. That was the look 
that said Jake was on the case and he wouldn’t rest until 
he’d gotten the job done. “Tell me more about this club.” 

Owen told Jake everything except the identity of his 
lover. That he simply couldn’t share. Jake understood, but 


reminded him the law would not be so accommodating. In 
the end, Jake decided the best thing to do was to have 
Owen come forward of his own volition to answer any 
questions the authorities had. 

“Oh, shit.” 

“What?” Owen thought they’d covered the worst of it. 

“The Last Resort is outside the city limits.” 

“So?” 

“That means that this is a county matter.” 

Owen felt a pounding headache take up residence on the 
top of his skull. It settled in for a long siege. County 
jurisdiction meant they would have to deal with the 
homophobic asshole known as Judd Kingsley. Since he was 
the sheriff of Scorpion County, he’d be right in the middle of 
any investigation. 

“I’d rather have a stud-encrusted dildo shoved up my ass 
than have to deal with that bloated gasbag.” Jake sighed as 
he retrieved the county number from his laptop. 

“You know, | happen to have one of those.” 

Jake made a face that was so astonished and horrified 
Owen laughed. 

“I’m kidding. Who the hell would want a stud-encrusted 
dildo?” 

“You tell me,” Jake said pointedly as he dialed. 

Since Owen knew he was kidding, he sat in silence as 
Jake arranged for a time to bring in his client. Owen knew 
precisely when Kingsley came on the line because Jake had 
to pull the phone from his ear so he didn’t suffer hearing 
damage when the county sheriff started bellowing at him. 

Jake tried to keep the conversation civil, but that wasn’t 
going to happen when Kingsley got riled up. All Owen could 
hear was Rough River Ranch this and Rough River Ranch 
that. Kingsley’s war with the owner of the ranch seemed to 
spill over onto everything else. Just because Jake lived there, 
he had to take a huge dose of garbage. Eventually, the 
gasbag ran out of air and shut up. 


Jake hung up the phone and uttered a grateful sigh. 
“That man could try the patience of Jesus.” 

“You handled him well.” 

“Only because | just had the best time ever with Nathan. 
If not for that, | think | might have gone off on him. But now 
we’ve got to get you down there, or he’s going to send out 
the cavalry to drag you down to the county jail.” 

“I’m going to be arrested?” 

“Sadly, yes. | can’t do anything about that. The man who 
was beaten says he was with a man known only as The 
Mask. Since that’s you, they want you in jail.” 

“Will | have a bond?” 

“Depends which judge we get. But don’t lose faith. This 
is the day after an extended weekend. There are a lot of 
people waiting for their bond hearings, so things should 
move swiftly. Hopefully, l'II have you out by suppertime.” 

But Owen wasn’t. Since he refused to name his 
companion on the night in question, which would provide an 
alibi, he was denied bail. Most of the other men, who were in 
for a laundry list of crimes, were released on bond, so Owen 
had the county lockup to himself for most of the night. 
There were a few men brought in for a road rage incident, 
but they were both pretty beaten up and both went to sleep. 
Owen stayed on his bunk, hands behind his head, gaze fixed 
on the ceiling. He couldn’t sleep. He didn’t want to eat. All 
he wanted to do was sit and think about what in the world 
he’d ever done to deserve something like this. 

Bad enough the man he’d been waiting for had decided 
to leave him because he was too afraid to come out, but 
now he was being accused of a crime he didn’t commit. 
What made matters worse was that Noel could clear his 
name but destroy his own in the process. In a way, Owen 
was glad that Noel didn’t know what had happened. No one 
could tell him because no one knew about their passionate 
weekend. 

“And it’s going to stay that way.” 


“Talking to yourself?” Judd Kingsley lumbered into view. 
“I hear that’s a common pastime with faggots.” 

Just when he thought his situation couldn’t get any 
worse, along came the county sheriff. Rather than engage 
him in conversation, Owen kept silent and kept his attention 
on the ceiling of his cell. 

“Ain't no glory hole up there, so you can stop looking.” 

Owen didn’t respond. 

“Well, ain't you the strong, silent type!” Kingsley 
chuckled, but it turned into a labored cough. “You better get 
yourself a better attorney than what you got because new 
charges are coming.” 

As much as Owen wanted to ask, he didn’t. If something 
was happening with the case, he’d find out from Jake this 
morning. As if summoned by his thoughts, Jake came up to 
the bars. 

“Can | have a moment, Sheriff?” 

“No fucking through the bars, boys.” 

Jake released a tense breath as Owen climbed off his bed 
and came toward where Jake was standing. 

“How are you?” Jake asked. 

“I’m okay. At least | think | am.” Owen glanced down the 
hall. He didn’t speak again until Kingsley was well out of 
earshot. “He said there’s a new charge.” 

Jake’s face crumpled up like a wad of paper. “The man 
who was beaten has died.” 

“Oh, God.” Owen’s heart sank. Before Jake even said the 
words, he knew what was coming. 

“You're being charged with murder.” 


Chapter 14 


“Isn't that man your attorney for our Scorpion holdings?” 
Clarissa pointed to the television that took up the north wall 
of Noel’s penthouse apartment in downtown Salt Lake. “l 
think that’s the man I met at the Christmas party last year.” 

Noel looked up and saw Jake Tanner being barraged by 
reporters as he stepped out of the Scorpion County 
Courthouse. “Can you turn it up?” 

Clarissa grabbed the remote and clicked the sound on. 
Together they watched as Jake ignored the reporters and left 
the area. As soon as he was gone, the camera switched over 
to the in-studio news anchor, who explained that Jake 
Tanner was the attorney of record for accused murderer 
Owen Conner. 

Noel couldn’t make any sense out of what he was 
hearing. Owen had been accused of beating a man to death 
at the Last Resort bar? In an instant, their weekend together 
flashed in Noel’s mind. Owen’s big hands had never touched 
him with anything but gentle care. Yes, he’d been 
passionate, and he’d gripped Noel’s body with barely 
leashed power, and there was that erotic spanking, but still, 
he’d controlled himself. Even when he was hurt and angry, 
Owen didn’t lash out physically. He simply wasn’t that kind 
of man. 

“Noel? Are you okay?” Clarissa turned off the sound and 
extended her carefully manicured hand across the table. 
They had been sharing breakfast because Clarissa said she 
wanted to talk to Noel about a great opportunity that had 
literally fallen in her lap. When she explained she had a 
chance to study abroad, Noel was thrilled for her and happy 
to sign the paperwork to get her the money from her trust. 

“I was just remarking on your great tan, but now you 
look so pale I’m afraid you’re going to pass out.” 

“| might.” 

“What’s wrong?” Clarissa darted her gaze from him to 
the television and then back to him. “Oh, Noel. Do you know 


something about this?” 

“I know he didn’t do it.” 

“How can you possibly know that?” 

For a moment, Noel stared at his sister as if he’d never 
seen her before. How was it that she had turned from a 
bratty kid sister into a polished woman? Her hair was redder 
than his, but she wore hers parted in the middle, which 
accented her emerald-green eyes. She usually wore tailored 
dresses and modest heels, but today she wore a seafoam- 
green suit that made her look professional and responsible. 
Her makeup was minimal but applied with care. 

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Clarissa wiped 
her mouth with her napkin then set it beside her plate. 

“When did you become an adult?” 

“What?” 

Noel reached out and took her hand. Her hands looked a 
lot like his but for the beige nail polish. “Remember when 
we were on that trip to Aunt Sheryl’s?” 

A burst of laughter transformed Clarissa’s face into 
something just a shade shy of beautiful. “Il remember both 
of us being so bored that we actually played together.” 

“That’s right. And | remember sitting on the back porch 
comparing our features as we tried to figure out which 
parent we got them from.” 

Clarissa looked down at their joined hands. “Mom’s.” 

“Yes.” Noel looked up at her and after a long breath, he 
asked, “Could you ever see yourself not loving me?” 

The question surprised her given how her sleek brows 
rose. Her hand clutched his tightly. “Noel, | will always love 
you. | might dislike something you do, but | will never hate 
you.” 

It was almost exactly what Owen had said. Tears 
gathered in his eyes, because Noel didn’t think he was 
worthy of anyone showing him unconditional love, yet he’d 
been blessed twice. 

“Please tell me what’s wrong. You’re scaring me.” 

“I’m in love.” 


“Oh, Noel, that’s wonderful!” Her joy was as bright as the 
cascade of curls that she’d pulled casually over her 
shoulder. “Who is she? Do | know her?” 

“No, you don’t know...him.” 

“Oh.” Surprise turned her face a little more pale, which 
highlighted the freckles across her nose, but she didn’t pull 
her hand away. 

“I’m sorry to spring this on you, but I’ve been keeping it 
secret for so long.” 

Clarissa’s hand tightened on his. “Thank you for telling 
me.” 

“Are you angry?” 

“No.” She frowned. “I’m sad that you’ve kept this quiet. 
It must have been terrible when Dad kept pushing you to 
get married.” 

“| felt so guilty, like I’d let him down.” 

“You didn’t.” Her voice was strong with conviction. “You 
are who you are, and | still love you.” 

“Thank you. | needed to hear that because...” His gaze 
darted to the television, and when he saw Owen’s picture 
pop up behind the news anchor, he grabbed the remote and 
turned the sound back on. 

“Shocking new details in the beating death of Samuel 
Douglas. Accused murderer, Owen Conner, was a frequent 
participant in the sex club known to insiders as the 
Basement. Sources today revealed that Owen was well 
known at the club under the alias The Mask and that he was 
one of the most highly sought-after members of the club. 
Several citizens have come forward to confirm that they saw 
The Mask at the club late Friday night before the brutal 
beating occurred.” 

Once the news switched over to another topic, Noel shut 
the sound off. 

“Oh, Noel. Please don’t tell me that you were with him?” 
Clarissa nodded toward the television, and it was clear she 
meant Owen. 


For a moment, he considered lying, but then he decided 
he’d had enough. He nodded. 

“That’s how you know he didn’t beat that other man.” 

Again he nodded, but he couldn’t look up. He was afraid 
to see anger or disapproval twist her lovely features. 

“You have to tell them.” 

His head came up so fast he almost gave himself 
whiplash. “You think | should come forward?” 

“How could you live with yourself if you didn’t?” 

“I couldn’t. But...” 

“But what?” 

“The fallout for the company—” 

“Fuck the company.” 

Stunned by his sister’s vulgarity, Noel stared at her as if 
he’d never seen her. Her bold statement was completely the 
opposite of the polished image she had so carefully put 
together. 

“I know, | know, a true lady doesn’t swear. I’m also not 
allowed to sweat, belch, or even use the bathroom.” Clarissa 
rolled her eyes. “I swear, | loved our mother dearly, but her 
notions of womanhood were too repressed even for the 
fifties. Hell, they were too inhibited for the eighteen fifties.” 

Noel couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “That’s about 
how | felt about our father’s notions of masculinity.” 

There was a moment of complete and utter 
understanding between them. Both of them had worked 
diligently to live up to almost impossible standards. They 
had done so because they truly loved their parents and 
wanted to make them happy, even at the expense of their 
own happiness. 

“| don’t mean this to sound cold, because | do love them 
still, but they are gone. | can’t keep living my life for them.” 
Clarissa eased her hand from his and took off the tailored 
jacket of her suit. Underneath was a T-shirt with the name of 
some band blazoned across it in sparkly letters. “If they 
were still here, | would be grateful, but | would have had to 
have a major talk with them about their expectations.” 


“Are you really going to Europe to study?” 

“I am, but I’m going with a group of people and that 
includes men.” 

“Ah.” Noel grinned. “Any one in particular?” 

“No.” Now Clarissa grinned. “I’m playing the field. | want 
to get married and have kids and all of that, but not now. 
Not for the next ten years. There’s so much I want to do, so 
much | want to see.” 

Her excitement spilled over onto him, and he was 
genuinely happy for her. “We'll do something about your 
trust so you can access the money without having to come 
to me all the time.” 

“I don’t mind.” Clarissa rose and off came her 
conservative skirt to reveal very short shorts. “Mother would 
have freaked.” 

“That she would have.” Noel laughed. “Do you always 
wear two outfits?” 

“It’s silly, | Know, but | got used to doing it when I had to 
see Dad and | thought you were expecting the same.” 

“The only thing | expect is for you to be yourself.” 

“You know that goes the same for you with me?” 

“|I do now.” Noel sighed and looked at the television, but 
the news had given way to a morning talk show. 

“So,” Clarissa said, returning to her seat. “What are you 
going to do?” 

“| have to go down there and tell them the truth.” Noel 
felt dread filling every bit of his body. “They are accusing 
him of murder. If | stay silent when I know he didn’t do it, | 
simply couldn’t live with myself.” 

“Good. It’s the right thing to do.” Clarissa’s face turned 
suddenly soft. “He’s really cute, you know.” 

“Cute? No. Owen Conner is handsome. I’m cute.” 

“You are that.” Clarissa tilted her head. 

“What?” 

“Just, | never had any idea you were gay.” 

“Does it change how you see me?” 


“In a way, but not the way you’re thinking. | will think 
differently of you but not negatively. Like, | would always 
picture you with a wife and a bunch of kids. Now | see you 
with a hunky husband and a bunch of kids.” Clarissa 
laughed softly. “Father would say that’s the horrors of a 
liberal education—being able to accept things that, 
according to him, aren’t normal.” 

“Kids?” 

“Sure.” Clarissa shrugged. “There are lots of options 
nowadays. Surrogates, adoption—you can have that life if 
you want it. The question is, do you want it?” 

What stunned Noel was that he did. He’d always had a 
vision of a big house with lots of children and pets, but he 
could never see a woman there sharing it with him. 
However, when he put that vision in his mind and added 
Owen to it, the picture clarified and seemed to come to life. 
Owen was the missing element. The more he thought about 
children and pets, he saw the children shifting into the 
animals that he always sensed would be there. They weren’t 
pets. They were their children! 

“From the look on your face, I’m guessing you really do 
want a life with this man.” 

“| do.” 

“Are you willing to stand up to clear his name?” 

“Lam.” 

“And now for the big question.” Clarissa leaned over the 
table, bringing herself a little closer to him. “Are you willing 
to put up with the narrow-minded bigots who are going to 
do everything they can to bring the family company down?” 

That had been the thorn in his paw. Noel had let his fear 
of the company being hurt dictate the bulk of his choices. 
But no more. The company wasn’t a person. It couldn’t be 
hurt the way he could be. If people wanted to leave their 
employment, they would simply hire other people. If some 
decided not to buy the products they made or use the 
services they provided, then Forney Manufacturing would 
seek other markets. For the first time, Noel saw what he 


thought as insurmountable in far more practical terms. 
Rather than having his heart try to sway his brain, his brain 
seemed to see everything all by itself. 

“Noel?” 

“I’m going to do this. If some people don’t like it, then 
they can—they can—” 

“They can suck it.” 

“Right. They can suck it.” Noel laughed. “It sounds better 
when you Say it.” 

“You have my total support.” 

“Thank you. Would you do me a favor?” 

“Name it.” 

“Please attend the meeting at two today. | know you'll be 
in Europe later this year, but | want your face on the 
company, too. | want you active and involved as much as 
you can be.” 

“ld like that.” Clarissa stood. “Now go get your bags 
packed and get yourself down to Scorpion and get that hunk 
out of jail.” 


Chapter 15 


“No. I’m not going to let you do this.” Owen had been so 
happy to see Noel he’d practically floated over to the bars. 
However, as soon as he heard what Noel intended to do, he 
felt slammed down to the ground. 

“I can clear your name.” 

“You can’t. Just because you’re Noel Forney doesn’t 
mean they are going to take your word about my 
whereabouts.” The thought of the sheriff grilling Noel made 
Owen’s stomach hurt. “This is a huge mess that you don’t 
want to step in.” 

Noel grasped two bars in his hands and leaned in as 
close as he could get to Owen. “I appreciate that you are 
trying to protect me. But I’m an adult. I’m free to make my 
own choices.” 

Owen reached out as if he would wrap his hand around 
Noel’s, but he changed his mind at the last moment and 
dropped his hand to his side. “Please don’t do this. | can’t 
stand the thought of you being dragged through the mud.” 
Already his and Jake’s law firm had withstood a barrage of 
harassing phone calls, nasty e-mails, and scathing letters 
taped to the front door of the building. Jake had shaken it all 
off with his usual aplomb, but Owen saw the tension around 
his eyes. He was worried, and Owen felt guilty because all of 
this was his fault. Now that murder charges had been levied 
against him, Jake was trying to find a lawyer who specialized 
in felony cases. So far, the few lawyers he’d contacted 
didn’t want to touch the case without a huge retainer. Right 
now, the bargain-basement attorney wanted fifty thousand 
dollars just to start. 

“I walked away once because | was a coward.” 

“No, you—” 

“I was more concerned with my image than with being 
who | really am. I’m not going to walk away again.” 

“Noel, please, I’m begging you not to do this. It won’t 
help me, and it’s going to hurt you. There’s no reason for 


you to do this.” 

“There is.” 

Owen didn’t ask, but Noel told him anyway. 

“Į love you.” 

“Oh, Noel. | love you, too.” 

“But even if | didn’t, it’s morally wrong for me to walk 
away when | know you couldn’t possibly have been involved 
in killing that man.” 

Defeated, Owen wrapped his hands around Noel’s and 
pressed his forehead to Noel’s. With the bars between them, 
it was as close as they could get to actually embracing. 

“Hey! No touching!” Kingsley withdrew his nightstick and 
smacked it on the bars, sending a shockwave into their 
hands and a deafening bang into their ears. “Time’s up. 
Visiting hours are over.” 

Noel stepped away from the bars, and Owen had a 
moment to drink him in. He looked every bit the polished 
business man. His black custom-tailored suit flowed over his 
body perfectly. He’d brightened the darkness of the fabric 
by wearing an emerald-green shirt. Owen wanted to slowly 
work Noel’s clothing off, but he’d leave the black tie for last. 
He’d use it to wrap up Noel’s wrists, lift his hands up over 
his head, and then work him into a sexual frenzy that he’d 
relieve with his mouth. 

“Time for you two boys to quit making googly eyes at 
one another.” Kingsley pointed his stick at Noel then pointed 
down the hall. “Out.” 

“I have information—” 

“He doesn’t.” Owen cut Noel off. There was no reason for 
both of them to go down. 

Kingsley darted a glance between them as he holstered 
his nightstick. “Well, well, well. The faggots are having a 
lovers’ quarrel.” 

“Excuse me?” Noel stepped closer to Kingsley. “What did 
you just call me?” 

Kingsley seemed to realize he was in the courthouse with 
security cameras all around and he was denigrating one of 


the most powerful men in the state. Owen didn’t think the 
Cameras recorded sound, but the word faggots would be 
pretty obvious to even the most novice lip reader. 

Changing his tune, Kingsley cleared his throat and said, 
“Visiting hours are over, and you need to leave the area at 
once.” 

Somewhat mollified by Kingsley’s conciliatory tone, Noel 
nodded. “My attorney has already gotten in touch with 
Jake.” 

Noel was gone before Owen could once again beg him 
not to step forward. Having the ruination of his reputation 
on his conscience was only going to exacerbate his guilt. 
Everything that had happened to him was of his own doing. 
No one had put a gun to his head and made him go to that 
club. It was his own damn ego that had gotten off on being 
notorious and desired by strangers. Owen didn’t know any 
of those men in the real world. None of them mattered to 
him. Once he was in the Basement, he was in a fantasy 
world of power exchanges and unbridled lust. What rubbed 
salt in his already aching wound was that he’d gotten what 
he needed from that compulsion and he knew he never 
would have gone back. 

“Nothing like being a day late and a dollar short.” Owen 
realized he was talking to himself, so he returned to his 
bunk and settled on his back. He’d been forced to wear the 
bright orange prison uniform, but that was hardly an issue. 
Since he was now facing murder charges, he might be 
moved to a more secure facility. He would only stay in the 
county lockup if there wasn’t a bed available in the bigger 
prison up in Draper. 

Cold chills danced along his flesh at the thought of going 
to the correctional facility up near Salt Lake City. Having 
always been on the side of law and order, he didn’t know a 
whole lot about life inside a prison cell. Here, in the county 
jail, he had the place mostly to himself. Up there, it would be 
a different story. Still, he tried to keep positive about the 
situation. The district attorney had to prove his guilt beyond 


a reasonable doubt, and that was going to be difficult to do 
when the murder victim identified him by a street name and 
not his actual name. 

Also, Owen didn’t have any marks on his body, and from 
what Jake said, there were clear punch-like bruises on the 
deceased’s body. Owen lifted and examined his hands. He’d 
had to lay them out flat, down side and up, for a 
photographer to memorialize. He’d also had to strip down 
and let the photographer capture images of his front, back, 
and both sides. As humiliating as it was, Owen acquiesced 
without an argument. He hoped the fact he was 
unblemished would help prove his innocence, but Kingsley 
had snarked that his lack of bruises proved nothing when he 
could have just used “those kinky things you freaks get off 
on.” Owen was assuming the simpleton meant the whips, 
paddles, and other toys that were taken into evidence from 
the storage area in the Basement. 

Clearly, someone had violated the ideas of safe, sane, 
and consensual. He’d heard of some people craving some 
pretty violent things, but no one had ever been beaten to 
death at that particular club. What saddened Owen was that 
the two men involved may have mutually agreed for one to 
hit the other hard enough to really hurt. But they hadn’t 
learned how to hit without doing major internal damage. 
From what little Owen had been able to glean through Jake, 
the man had died from renal failure. The kidneys were 
placed in such a position that an untrained sadist could 
injure them severely without meaning to or without even 
realizing he was doing it. If he used a whip or a cane ona 
masochist’s back and didn’t land his blows correctly, that 
could account for the horrific injuries. 

Owen didn’t understand the need for pain to bring 
pleasure. Well, intellectually, he grasped the concept, but he 
couldn’t see himself giving or getting pain as a pathway to 
pleasure. The hand slaps and crop stings he’d given to Noel 
had been about arousing his flesh, not inflicting damage. 
What Owen really liked was teasing his mates sexually until 


they were so hungry for climax that, when it finally came, 
they exploded in mind-altering orgasms. Once, he’d pushed 
a man to have multiple orgasms that spanned a five-minute 
interval. That was what turned him on. Having the power to 
bestow intense pleasure made him feel like the most potent 
man in the world. 

While he understood that to some, pain translated to 
pleasure, Owen thought it was such a dangerous activity to 
engage in if one didn’t Know and thoroughly trust a partner. 
What had happened at the Basement had certainly 
happened before and would probably happen again. Worse, 
the man who had killed the other one would probably suffer 
horrific guilt. Unless he was a true sadist and then he’d 
probably really get off on it and might seek out other 
unknowing partners. 

“You will never believe who came to my office.” 

Owen looked over to see Jake standing at the bars. He 
rose and walked over so they could speak without everyone 
getting an earful. 

“Come on, you'll never guess.” 

“Noel Forney and his attorney.” 

Jake’s mouth opened. “How did you know?” 

“Because he came here first.” Owen sighed and rubbed 
his face with his hand as if he could wipe away the stress 
and strain of the last few days. “I don’t want him getting 
mixed up in this.” 

“I’ve got news for you. He’s already mixed up in this.” 
Jake sighed and moved a bit closer. “He swears he was with 
you from the moment you entered the Basement until the 
two of you left. That’s powerful, Owen. And he’s a respected 
member of the community.” 

“Who will lose what respect he has if he does this.” Owen 
tried again to explain his reasoning, but Jake wasn’t any 
more swayed than Noel had been. “I just think there’s 
another way to get me out of this mess.” 

“I understand that you want to protect him, but Noel is 
just as determined to protect you. He’s even got his 


attorney looking for a good criminal lawyer for you, and he’s 
going to put up the retainer. If | didn’t know better, I’d swear 
| was seeing two guys who were thoroughly in love with one 
another.” Jake’s face lit up. “Oh, that’s it, isn’t it? You and 
Noel. Oh my God, Owen. You really can pick them!” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Just that he’s not what | would have guessed as your 
type. But I’ve learned in two short days that there’s a lot 
about you | didn’t know.” 

“Surprise?” Owen asked weakly. 

“Yeah, it has been that.” 

“Do you still...” Owen wasn’t sure how to ask. 

“I still respect you. Your sex life—vanilla, kinky, or 
nonexistent—isn’t one damn bit of my business. You’re a 
hell of a good guy, Owen. That’s all | care about.” 

“Thank you. It means a lot to me.” 

“We're going to get you through this.” 

“I'd be happy if | was out in time to sit for the bar exam.” 
Owen looked up and down the hallway, and when he found 
they were alone, he moved closer to Jake. “Noel’s my 
mate.” 

“It’s that serious?” 

“No, Jake. | mean he’s to me what Nathan is to you.” 

Jake shook his head, clearly not getting where Owen was 
going. 

“Woof, woof.” 

Jake’s eyes went so round they practically bugged out of 
his head. “You know?” 

“Yeah. We found out by accident.” 

Jake looked around and then whispered, “If this all goes 
horribly wrong, | will get you out of here. You could shift, and 
| could take you up to the ranch.” 

“Even as a coyote, | couldn’t live a life on the run. | have 
to clear my name.” 

Jake nodded. “Then that’s what we're going to do.” 

After they talked a bit more, Jake left and Owen returned 
to his bed. The thought of spending the rest of his life 


behind bars made him feel like a wild beast trapped in a 
cage. Even though he’d told Jake no, he couldn’t fight the 
allure of shifting and running if things went south. His life 
would never be the same, because he’d always be a hunted 
man, but at least he’d have some semblance of freedom. 
But Owen wasn’t going to lose hope yet. 

Over the course of the next few days the story about his 
involvement with Noel Forney broke. Newscasters from all 
over the country descended on the small town of Scorpion. 
One had even snuck into the county jail, but Owen refused 
to talk. Each day that went by without him gaining his 
freedom hurt a little less. Eventually he figured he wouldn’t 
care at all what happened to him and that terrified Noel. 

“| can’t bear this. You’re giving up.” 

“I’m not. I’m just tired.” Owen had spent the morning 
with the lawyer Noel had gotten for him. Despite the fact 
the man knew his business, he didn’t hold out a lot of hope 
of getting Owen out on his own recognizance. “How are 
you?” 

“Please don’t worry about me. I'm fine.” Noel had come 
every day that he could. Each time he had dressed with 
obvious attention and he was careful to only present the 
most positive face to Owen, but it was clear he was under 
tremendous stress. However, when he asked about what 
was happening with Forney Manufacturing and his coming 
out, Noel only told him good news. “Some people have left 
the company, but we’ve had a veritable blizzard of 
applications from people who want to work at what’s being 
called a gay-friendly place.” 

“That’s good.” 

“It is.” Noel reached out for the bars, but a pointed cough 
from an officer compelled him to keep his hands to himself. 
“It seems that for every person who is furious about my 
coming out, there’s another who’s proud. | think in the long 
run this will die down and it will be business as usual.” 

“I hope so. | really do.” Owen sighed and then turned to 
the topic he’d most wanted to discuss. “If this goes on much 


longer, you've got to pull back.” 

“What?” 

“Don’t waste money on a lost cause, Noel. | think this is 
just going to drag on and on. They're still collecting 
fingerprints from the equipment, and someone said Kingsley 
had the bright idea of collecting DNA samples from all the 
rooms in the Basement. It’s going to be a Circus.” 

“I’m not walking away again.” Noels look of 
determination was fierce, and for a moment, Owen allowed 
himself to feel the depth of his love. “You didn’t do this, and 
the fact that they won’t take my word for what happened 
that night doesn’t change my commitment to you.” 

“What did | ever do to deserve you?” 

“You showed me you loved me.” 

“| did?” 

Noel nodded. “You accepted me for exactly who | am. 
And you kept right on caring about me and loving me even 
when I was cruel to you.” 

“Because | understand why you were cold.” 

“I know. So you need to understand why I’m not going to 
walk away again.” Noel lowered his head, drew a steadying 
breath, then looked up. “I love you. | can finally see my life 
turning out the way | really want it, and you are there. I’m 
not going to rest until | make that happen.” 

Owen had never realized it before, but Noel was even 
more driven than him. “You really are intense, you know 
that?” 

“I’ve heard that.” Noel smiled. 

The guard called the time, and Noel left. Owen wasn’t 
alone long before he was taken to a room for a conference 
with his new lawyer. 

When Owen entered and the man was smiling ear to ear, 
he felt the first stirrings of hope. He squashed them before 
they could wrap around his heart. He wanted to see results 
first and not get hung up on expectation again. 

“As you know, several people have come forward to talk 
about their part in the club.” 


Owen nodded. “But given the pall the place puts over 
their reputation from the get-go, | doubted anyone would 
take them seriously.” 

“They'll take a county deputy seriously.” 

“What?” 

“William Dornan came forward.” 

“Billy was out there?” Owen tried to stifle his surprise, 
but he couldn’t. Billy Dornan was just about the only county 
officer who wasn’t related to Judd Kingsley. Owen didn’t 
know Billy well, but the mild-mannered man had struck him 
as not only shy but totally straight. “I guess you never really 
know someone.” 

“Even though it will probably cost him his job, he came 

“Wait, what? He got fired?” 

“Owen, please let me say what | need to say. Every time 
you interrupt me it’s costing Noel several hundred dollars.” 
Reginald P. Smythe was a man who didn’t care to mince 
words, especially not when his rate was something like a 
thousand dollars an hour. Considering the watch he was 
wearing cost more than Owen’s rented house, he decided to 
shut up and listen. 

In succinct terms, Owen's lawyer explained that Billy had 
known The Mask was Owen and that he’d seen him on the 
Friday night in question. He witnessed Owen take Noel into 
the back of the Basement. Billy didn’t know it was Noel 
Forney until he made the connection later. Even though he 
didn’t see Noel’s face, he did see his hair and he saw and 
clearly identified Noel’s chrome filigree mask. Billy knew 
Owen and Noel were together and alone in a room because 
he’d inadvertently opened the door. 

Owen remembered clutching Noel to him to hide his face 
from the interloper. He had a vague memory of the man 
wearing chrome-studded leathers and a curiously terrifying 
mask that reminded Owen of the Phantom of the Opera’s 
mask. He had turned and looked at him, but his focus had 
been on protecting Noel’s identity and not the stunningly 


pale blue eyes that had assessed him. To find out that man 
was Billy Dornan was just jaw dropping. 

As Reginald went on, he explained that Billy had also 
seen Owen and Noel leaving the club around midnight since 
he had left his room to retrieve water for his partner. By the 
time Billy came back to his room, he noticed the room 
where the beating occurred, the room where Owen and Noel 
had been, had a red placard placed on the front. Red 
indicated the participants were engaged in hardcore 
activities that would generate screams and possibly blood. 
The card was used to alert others that the events were 
consensual. 

There was still no answer as to why the victim thought 
he was with The Mask. Perhaps someone had been 
impersonating Owen, or the man might have just been 
wearing a mask and the victim assumed he was the 
notorious Dom. Owen thought his mask was one of a kind, 
but that didn’t prevent someone from imitating it. 

“William Dornan was inspired to come forward because 
of Noel. He felt his job wasn’t worth suffering a lifetime of 
guilt should you be convicted of a crime you didn’t commit.” 
Reginald sighed. “The human animal never ceases to amaze 
me. Just when I start to believe every man is out for himself, 
a man like William Dornan comes along and proves me 
wrong.” Reginald stood. “I am not often proven wrong, so 
you can understand the impact this has had on me.” 

Owen followed him up. “What happens now?” 

“After signing a few documents, you'll be free to go.” 


Chapter 16 


Noel had never been so nervous. Even that night in the 
Basement as he’d waited for The Mask to arrive, he’d not 
felt this anxious. To try to soothe himself, he double-checked 
that everything was ready. Despite the cliché, he had a 
bottle of expensive champagne cooling. If this wasn’t a 
celebration, he didn’t know what was. He’d wanted to pick 
Owen up from the courthouse, but his attorney advised him 
not to. The less they gave the reporters to drool over, the 
faster the hubbub would die. Once that happened, then he 
and Owen could get on with the rest of their lives together. 
Sadly, the newspeople had already turned their lenses on 
the newest player in the tawdry situation. Poor William 
Dornan was on suspension from his job and would likely lose 
it, and now he had reporters following him everywhere. 

Appreciative of what it had cost him to come forward, 
Noel had offered out his attorney’s services, but Billy had 
respectfully declined. He feared it would look too much like 
Noel was paying him off in some way. Billy didn’t want either 
of them to be tarnished by such rumors. Besides, he said 
he’d come forward because it was the right thing to do. Billy 
didn’t think it was fair to lose his job because of what he 
chose to do during his free time. The last Noel had heard, 
the ACLU was considering taking on his case if the county 
ended up firing him. 

A giddy thrill washed goose bumps over Noel’s arms. 
Soon Owen would join him in their rented room, and then 
they would spend the weekend in bed. For the umpteenth 
time, Noel fussed with the coverings on the king-sized bed. 
Everything the two of them could possibly need was already 
in the room. If by chance there was something Owen wanted 
that wasn’t there, Noel had no doubt the concierge of the 
hotel would gladly find someone to fetch it. 

“All | want in that room is you, a bed, and big bottle of 
lube.” 


Noel shivered again when he recalled Owen’s husky 
phone voice. He’d gotten his phone back when he’d signed 
for his items and the very first call he'd made had been to 
Noel. They’d talked the entire time from the moment he’d 
gotten his phone to the time he’d finally signed off at home. 
The only reason Owen had let him go was because his 
phone wasn’t waterproof so he couldn’t take it in the shower 
with him. 

“I’m going to get all clean and pretty for you.” 

“What should | wear?” 

“Nothing.” 

Noel was naked in the room. Before he’d met Owen, he’d 
never run around naked. It made him intensely 
uncomfortable to be that aware of his body, but now his 
awareness sparked longings. Looking at himself in the mirror 
over the dresser, Noel discovered that he was proud of what 
he saw. Funny how seeing himself through the eyes of 
another gave him a tremendous boost in self-esteem. 

A knock at the door made him jump. Quickly, he padded 
over and peeked out the peephole. When he saw Owen 
standing there in a black T-shirt and faded jeans, he swore 
he almost climaxed. 

Using the door to block his naked body from view, Noel 
opened it. “Hi.” He swallowed hard and almost apologized 
for his voice being so high and tight. 

“Hi.” Owen grinned and stepped into the room. Realizing 
that Noel was naked behind the door, he gently but firmly 
pulled it closed while simultaneously revealing Noel. 

Suddenly shy, Noel looked down at the floor, but he 
looked up when he heard the door click shut and then 
watched as Owen’s big hand flipped the lock. 

“Alone at last.” His gaze swept from Noel’s feet to his 
face. “God, | can’t tell you how good you look.” 

And then Noel was in his arms. Locking their lips 
together, Owen pulled him so tight Noel practically 
squeaked. No words were needed when their joy and relief 
were obvious. Owen hardly took his mouth away once he 


started kissing him, so Noel couldn’t speak even if somehow 
he could find the words. Besides, they could talk later. What 
they needed now didn’t demand speech. 

Between the door and the bed, Owen managed to get 
out of his clothing without breaking contact with Noel. 
Lifting him up into his arms, he then placed him on the bed 
and followed him down. His breathing grew so labored Noel 
worried he would shift into an animal, but Owen kept his 
human form and teased Noel into the same harsh and 
hungry need. 

Owen’s hands seemed to be everywhere, searching 
along Noel’s flesh, almost as if he was reassuring himself 
that Noel was okay. It hadn’t been that long in the greater 
scheme of things, but from the way Owen was caressing 
him, it felt like he’d been denied touch for years. 

Hungry for him, and longing to ease his need, Noel 
reached between their bodies and palmed Owen’s cock. The 
sound he made was so animal it caused Noel to whimper 
submissively. 

“That sound. You know it makes me crazy.” Owen rolled 
onto his back and pulled Noel on top of him. Spreading his 
legs wide around Owen’s hips, Noel gripped his shoulders as 
Owen cupped his buttocks. Each time he lifted and lowered 
him, Owen grazed the tip of his cock against his hole. 

“No more teasing.” Noel tried to lunge for the side table 
and the big bottle of lube that was there, but when he rose 
up, Owen ducked his head and sucked Noel’s cock into his 
mouth. Expecting him to tease him endlessly, Noel was 
stunned when Owen growled and sucked him into a sudden, 
shocking climax. 

As soon as Noel recovered, Owen allowed him to get the 
lube and slather his cock. Noel prepared himself to be taken 
fast and furiously, but Owen surprised him again. He pulled 
him close and kissed him as he stroked his cock up and 
down the split of his bottom. Eventually, he eased him down 
as he slid his cock inside. The impact of that gentle slide, 


the sheer pleasure of feeling his body welcome the need of 
his mate, caused Noel to shiver in ecstasy. 

“The look on your face is so beautiful.” Owen cupped 
Noel’s cheek and pulled him down so they could kiss as he 
Slowly worked his cock in and out by lifting and lowering 
Noel’s hips. Noel knew when Owen was close because he 
dug his fingertips in a little deeper and his breath became a 
little more labored. But he didn’t rush. Just as he had teased 
Noel that night on the couch, Owen now teased himself. 

Noel hung on, enjoying the ride as he reveled in his 
mate’s stunning physical power and his amazing self- 
control. Eventually, Noel was hard again, and that was 
apparently what Owen had been waiting for. Now when he 
lifted and lowered Noel’s body, he did so in an undulating 
wave that rubbed Noel’s cock between their bellies. 

Mouth to mouth and heart to heart, they continued with 
their sinuous dance until Owen’s movements grew less 
smooth. Knowing he was close to climax, Noel tightened his 
body, clamping his rectum around Owen’s cock. 

“Oh, God. That’s so good. So wickedly perfect.” Owen 
struggled to maintain his rhythm, but he couldn't. 
Frantically, he lifted and lowered Noel until he was beyond 
the point of no return. As he climaxed, Owen clutched Noel’s 
buttocks, forcing him down as he rammed his prick deep. 
His lusty satisfied growl caused Noel to climax and then 
collapse against him. 

They lay together unmoving for a long time. 

“I was going to ask if you missed me, but that really said 
it all.” 

Below him, Owen laughed. When his cock started to slip 
from him, Owen tucked Noel’s hips down and lifted his legs 
to hold himself within. “I want to stay like this for as long as 
we can.” 

“Me, too.” Noel lifted up just enough so he could see 
Owen’s face. “Are you hungry?” 

“Not just yet, but soon. Are you?” 


“I can wait. | have champagne, too.” Noel nodded toward 
the table by the window. 

Owen looked over and grinned. “You thought of 
everything.” 

“I think so.” Noel had a gift waiting for Owen, but he 
wasn’t ready to give it to him yet. Trepidation still nibbled at 
him. It wasn’t as bad as the full-blown fear he’d felt while 
picking the object out, but there was a bit of residual worry. 

After dozing, they showered and then they drank 
champagne as they debated the merits of the room service 
menu. Eventually, they ordered three entrees and two 
deserts then shared them as they looked out over the 
Scorpion Valley. 

“You know, lI’d seen this place up on the hillside, but | 
never thought I’d be staying here.” Owen was nude and 
standing in the window of their suite. Since the town of 
Scorpion was far below them, no one could see his stunning 
body but for Noel. Against the sunset, the dark body hair 
that dusted his form was a rich bronze. For a moment, he 
seemed to be a proud Roman or Greek warrior, but then he 
turned and smiled and he became Noel’s mate again. 

“Okay, what’s going on?” Owen asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You keep looking at me with this faraway dreamy thing 
going on. What’s up?” 

“I want to marry you.” 

Owen returned to the table, sat down, and took up Noel’s 
hand. 

“I know we can’t do it officially in Utah, but we can in 
Massachusetts. | can have legal papers drawn up so that if 
anything should happen to either one of us, the other is 
protected. | don’t ever want there to be a situation where 
you didn’t have the legal right to make decisions should | 
become unable to do so. | also want our kids protected.” 

“Kids?” 

“Yes. | want a big house with lots of kids and pets and... 
you.” Noel held his breath because he wasn’t sure what 


Owen was going to think about him just gushing all his 
longings out at him. Given that they really hadn’t known one 
another all that long, he was probably asking too much. “l 
know this is all happening so fast, but now that | know you 
are the man | want to be with for the long haul, | don’t see 
any reason to—” 

Noel found himself in Owen’s lap with Owen’s luscious 
mouth plastered against his. It was the best “yes” he’d ever 
heard. 

Eventually, Owen released him from his passionate kiss, 
but he didn’t let him go. “What a remarkable change.” 

“What?” 

“You sought me out to be trained as my submissive, but 
now you want to turn me into a househusband.” 

“Who said anything about that? No, no, Mister. You are 
going to pass your bar exam while | stay at home with the 
children.” 

“You are?” 

“Lam.” 

“What about Forney Manufacturing?” 

“PIL be working there part-time. My sister is going to take 
over some of the responsibilities, and we’ve decided to hire 
a CEO to take the bulk of the pressure off of us.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes. We decided that we both wanted to have lives that 
are of our own design. | love working, | really do, but | don’t 
want to feel that everything | do is being judged by a bunch 
of people | honestly don’t care about. | want to be happy. | 
want a life with you. Remember in the club when | begged 
you to help me find what | need to feel free? I’ve found it. 
And it’s a life with you.” 

“I want a life with you.” Owen pressed his forehead to 
Noel’s. “In fact, | can’t imagine a life without you.” 

“I got something for you. Well, you and me.” Noel 
revealed the rings he’d bought for them. They were simple 
platinum, and inside the bands he’d had you are all I need to 
feel free engraved. Together, they slipped them on their 


fingers and vowed the only time they would take them off 
was when they went to the desert to shift and play as 
coyotes. 

In the weeks that followed, Owen passed his bar exam 
and became a full-fledged partner in the law firm. He and 
Noel started working with an architect to design their dream 
home, but in the meantime, they lived at Owen’s rental. 
Noel still had to travel from Scorpion to Salt Lake City, but 
he had decided to get a pilot’s license to make the four-hour 
drive a one-hour flight. Owen was a little leery of the plane 
at first, but when Noel compared it to his motorcycle, Owen 
quickly changed his tune. But the most important thing they 
did was the simplest. Every day they made a point of 
showing each other they loved each other because they 
knew actions always spoke far louder than words. 


THE END 
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